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ABSTRACT 
This thesis examines the ways in which medical discourse and pseudo-scientific 
understandings of human skin shaped attitudes towards human skin during the 
eighteenth century. The eighteenth century is a critically significant period for skin 
theory as skin-based medicine and science became viable fields of enquiry. In Britain 
this occurred within the fields of surgery (formalised in 1745), dermatology 
(beginning with the first English language dermatological treatise in 1714), and 
taxonomies of human difference, which increasingly emphasised skin colour and 
‘complexion.’ Since Michel Foucault’s ground-breaking The Birth of the Clinic was 
published in 1963 there have been numerous studies of the body in the eighteenth 
century. These studies have had a critical impact on our understanding of the 
epistemological status of the body and text however they frequently overlook the 
skin in favour of looking into the ‘body’ that is contained within. There are some 
important exceptions, of course, but these tend to contribute to broader studies on 
race or cosmetic and fashion histories. For these reasons, my thesis sustains a focus 
on the skin itself, rather than the body as a whole, and considers the ways in which 
eighteenth-century novelists harnessed the available litany of skin associations and 
metaphors (such as surface, border, porousness, sensation and touch, flaying, 
covering, marks, colour) to produce a network of textual meaning. Chapter 1 argues 
that the skin’s role as conduit of tactile sensation came into focus during the long 
eighteenth century, due in large part to John Locke’s Essay Concerning Human 
Understanding (1689). His concept of ‘solidity’ frames the skin as the point of 
resistance between bodies and helped to maintain the model of well-bounded and 
contained selfhood. However, empiricist theory also concedes that the well-
bounded body could create a sense of claustrophobia and, by extension, the desire 
to pierce or flay the skin. Chapter 2 examines early eighteenth-century anxieties 
regarding weakened borders, both national and corporeal. It suggests that the 
publication of Richard Mead’s Short Discourse on Pestilential Contagion (1720) 
brought the communicable nature of the ‘poxes’ into stark relief for readers and that 
this knowledge challenged the way physical intimacy and spatial proximity were 
 4 
conceived. Chapter 3 argues that the theory of maternal impressions left its mark on 
female authors and influenced the way that they depict maternal figures. This 
chapter anchors this argument with close readings of Frances Burney’s Evelina (1778) 
and Maria Edgeworth’s Belinda (1801). Chapter 4 considers the intersecting nature 
of disfigurement, race, and gender in order to examine the way that scars and 
blackness were used to encode female characters in late eighteenth-century novels. 
Being alert to these intersections enables a reading of two seemingly disparate 
novels side by side, Frances Burney’s Camilla (1796) and the anonymously published 
The Woman of Colour, A Tale (1808).   
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THE ANATOMY OF SKIN 
How different is the satisfaction of an anatomist, who discovers the 
use … of the skin … the wonderful texture … at once a general 
covering, and at once a general outlet as well as inlet; how 
different is this from the affection which possesses an ordinary 
man at the sight of delicate smooth skin, and all other parts of 
beauty which require no investigation to be perceived?1 
Advances in anatomy, the formalisation of surgery (in 1745),2 and the rise of 
dermatology (around 1800) 3  evolved medical understandings of skin. These 
developments, especially when coupled with the works of natural philosophers such 
as Georges-Louis Leclerc, Comte de Buffon and Carl Linnaeus, transformed the way 
the British viewed their skin and the skins they encountered through systems of 
empire (namely, colonial exploration and slavery) during the long eighteenth century. 
When discussing self-adornment and body modification, contemporary skin 
historians and anthropologists often compare human skin to canvas.4 The sheer 
frequency of this metaphor indicates the artistic and imaginative possibility that skin 
has always held. Skin is not only the body’s largest organ, it is arguably the most 
socially and culturally significant, being the surface upon which we project, observe, 
and read desire and anxiety. While the connotation of the skin as textual 
phenomenon did not begin in the eighteenth century, it was significantly expanded 
                                                             
1 Edmund Burke, A Philosophical Enquiry into the Sublime and Beautiful, Penguin: London, 2004, p.142. 
2 In 1745 surgeons formally separated from the Company of Barber-Surgeons and established the 
Royal College of Surgeons in London.  
3 Daniel Turner’s De Morbis Cutaneis, published in 1714, is the first English language work that focuses 
exclusively on skin disease. However, the emergence of dermatology as a focused branch of medicine 
is generally attributed to Robert Willan whose treatise On Cutaneous Diseases (1808) represents the 
first sustained classification of skin diseases. He died four years after its publication, leaving his student 
Thomas Bateman to continue and expand his work. Bateman did so by publishing A Practical Synopsis 
of Cutaneous Diseases According to the Arrangement of Dr Willan (1813) and a detailed atlas of skin 
conditions that use original illustrations by Willan entitled Delineations of Cutaneous Disease (1817). 
Dermatological advancements were occurring concurrently in France with the publication of Jean-
Louis-Marc Alibert’s Descriptions des maladies de la peau in 1806. 
4 See, Philip K. Wilson, Surgery, Skin and Syphilis: Daniel Turner’s London, Amsterdam and Atlanta: 
Rodopi, 1999, p.4, Caroline Palmer, ‘Brazen Cheek: Face Painters in Late Eighteenth-Century England’, 
Oxford Art Journal, Number 31, (2008), p.202, Morag Martin, ‘Beauty: Painting Artifice –Cosmetic 
Fashions and Portraiture in Late Eighteenth-century France and England’, Fashion and Art, eds. Adam 
Geczy and Vicki Karaminas, London and New York: Berg, 2012, pp. 87-97, Nina Jablonski, Skin: A 
Natural History, Berkeley, Los Angeles, and London: University of California Press, 2013, p.142, and 
Mechthild Fend, Fleshing Out Surfaces, Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2017, p.9.  
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and consolidated during this period due to changing relationships between doctors 
and patients, wherein patients were increasingly participating in the diagnostic 
process, even self-diagnosing and medicating. While previous generations, 
particularly rural populations, may have treated themselves according to folk 
medical traditions, the remarkable difference of the eighteenth century was that 
people could use institutional medical knowledge by consulting medical manuals and 
treatises that were newly written or translated into English at this time.5 In other 
words, the general population was turning to published material in order to better 
understand its own health and decipher the signs of ill-health as they appeared on 
the surface of the body. My thesis, therefore, sustains a focus on the skin itself, 
rather than the body as a whole, and considers the ways in which novelists of a 
certain era harnessed the available litany of skin associations and metaphors 
(surface, border, porousness, sensation and touch, cover, marks) to produce a 
network of textual meaning.   
PORES 
Edmund Burke describes the skin as, ‘at once a general covering, and at once a 
general outlet as well as inlet,’ and, in so doing, touches upon a crucial paradox that 
had been uncovered in the late seventeenth century. Skin is simultaneously 
imagined as a solid boundary, what psychoanalytic skin theorists have termed the 
‘containing sac,’ which, essentially, holds, envelops, and segregates the self from the 
                                                             
5 Prior to the eighteenth century medical texts were written and published in Latin. William Buchan 
was one of the most widely read medical writers during the eighteenth century and he wrote in 
English with a lay readership in mind. His Domestic Medicine (1769) reached nineteen editions during 
his lifetime and sold 80,000 copies. His later work Advice to Mothers (1803) was written explicitly for 
women readers. For further discussion of Buchan’s innovation see, Peter M Dunn, ‘Dr William Buchan 
(1729-1805) and his Domestic Medicine’, BMJ, 83, (2000), pp.71-73. Another piece of evidence that 
points to the rise of a lay readership is the early translation of major works into the vernacular, for 
example, The Remaining Medical Works of Dr. Thomas Willis was ‘Englished’ by Samuel Pordage in 
1681 and the inscription on the title page reads, ‘With Alphabetical Tables for the whole, and an Index 
for the Explaining all the [sic] hard and unusual Words and terms of Art, derived from the Latine,  
Greek, or other Languages, for the benefit of the meer English Reader, and meanest capacity.’ 
Pordage’s glossary and definitions pre-empt Robert James’s popular Medical Dictionary (1743-45), a 
three-volume work with detailed foldout diagrams and images that was immediately translated into 
French. G.J. Barker-Benfield points out that major new scientific works were published in English for 
the first time including Newtown’s Opticks. See, The Culture of Sensibility, Chicago and London: 
University of Chicago Press, 1992, p.4. For the diffusion of scientific writing more generally see, G.S. 
Rousseau, ‘Science Books’, Books and their Readers, ed. Isabel Rivers, Leicester: Leicester University 
Press, 1982, pp.197-237.  
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outside world, and as a boundary that is permeable, that permits fluidity.6 In essence, 
the English learnt that the skin is porous. This dual solidity/permeability ignited key 
epistemological queries regarding the skin’s purpose as an index of identity and 
character, the way it might conceal or betray its wearer, and its ability to successfully 
mediate the divide between the crucial binaries of self and other, private and public.  
William Hogarth’s Analysis of Beauty (1753) contains the following description 
of human skin,   
It is well known, the fair young girl, the brown old man, and the negro; nay, all 
mankind, have the same appearance, and are alike disagreeable to the eye, 
when the upper skin is taken away: now to conceal so disagreeable an object, 
and to produce that variety of complexions seen in the world, nature hath 
contrived a transparent skin, called the cuticula, with a lining to it of a very 
extraordinary kind, called the cutis; both which are so thin any little scald 
will make them blister and peel off. These adhering skins are more or less 
transparent in some parts of the body than in others, and likewise different in 
different persons.7 
It is fitting that Hogarth begins his description with, ‘it is well known,’ as his words 
are directly appropriated from one of the many anatomical atlases, or surgical 
treatises in circulation by the mid-eighteenth century. Hogarth’s description of the 
cutis and cuticula and, in particular, the detail about the skin being susceptible to 
blisters and peeling, links his work to a medical source. It hints at a familiarity with 
the seminal works for understanding skin from a medical perspective in the first half 
of the eighteenth century: the works of William Cowper and Daniel Turner, entitled 
The Anatomy of Humane Bodies (1698) and De Morbis Cutaneis (1714), 
respectively.8 
                                                             
6 Esther Bick pioneered the ‘containing sac’ idea. She notes that a baby’s skin is unable to function as 
a containing sac, so that the baby has no control over its limbs which flail and lack cohesion. See, 
Esther Bick, ‘The Experience of the Skin in Early Object-Relations’, International Journal of Psycho-
Analysis, Volume 49, (1968), pp.484-486.  
7 William Hogarth, The Analysis of Beauty, New Haven and London: Yale University Press, 2007, p.88.  
8 Hogarth references Cowper ‘the famous anatomist’ explicitly in The Analysis of Beauty, p.53. The 
écorché legs in the first plate of the Analysis (figures 65, 66, 67) were sketched from one of Cowper’s 
casts.  
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As Philip K. Wilson notes, ‘Cowper argued that the skin was not only the 
integument covering of the internal anatomy, but that it was comprised of an 
anatomy of its own,’9 making Cowper the first English surgeon to recognise the 
complexity of the skin’s form and argue that it had a distinct anatomical structure.10 
Cowper, ‘with the assistance of a microscope,’ identifies two distinct layers: the 
cuticula and cutis. His description of the cuticula reads,   
With the assistance of the Microscope, the Cuticula appears composed of 
diverse Strata or Beds of Scales, fastened to the Papillary Surface of the Skin; 
and are so intangled [sic] with each other, as that they appear a continued 
Pellicle or Membrane when rais’d from the True Skin, whether by the 
Application of the Blister-Plasters in Living People, or Scalding Water, Hot 
Irons, or the like, in Dead Bodies: According to the Number of these Strata or 
Beds of Scales, the Skin appears to be more, or less Fair, and the Person is 
commonly said to have a thicker or thinner Skin; tho’ frequently the  
Jaundice and other Disease give it an ill Tincture.11  
Turner, writing sixteen years later, attributes his description of the cuticula to 
Cowper, writing,  
[it covers] the subjacent true Skin: From its Thinness it is called Scarf-skin, 
being a fine pellucid Membrane, insensible and exanguous, covering the 
whole Superfice of the Body; Of its own Nature it is white, yet by Reason of 
the Humours underneath, it varies in Complexion; This in the Jaundice it 
appears Yellow; in the Sanguine, Red; in the Æthiop, Black; in the Ægyptian, 
Tawny; in the Phlegmatick and Cachectic, Pale and Wan.12 
Hogarth’s casual borrowing from medical terminology clarifies the relationship 
between medicine and art that existed during the eighteenth century, revealing the 
ways in which artists (and novelists) imported available medical knowledge, and at 
times ignorance, into their works. I deliberately focus on medical texts that were 
                                                             
9 Philip K. Wilson, Surgery, Skin and Syphilis: Daniel Turner’s London, p.65.  
10 Philip K. Wilson, ‘William Cowper’s Anatomy of Human Skin’, International Journal of Dermatology, 
Volume 31, Number 5, (May, 1992), p.363.  
11 William Cowper, ‘The Fourth Table’, The Anatomy of Humane Bodies, Oxford: printed at the Theater, 
for Sam Smith and Benj. Walford, Printers to the Royal Society, at the Princes Arms in St. Paul’s 
Churchyard, London, 1698, no pagination.  
12 Daniel Turner, De Morbis Cutaneis, 3rd edition, London: printed for R. and J. Bonwicke, 1726,pp.i-ii.  
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written in the vernacular, circulated widely, and often participated in popular 
conversations either by becoming embroiled in pamphlet disputes (as Turner himself 
was over the subject of maternal impressions), or by appearing in medical manuals 
and chapbooks that were readily available to the lay reader. Pioneering work by Roy 
Porter has made clear the inextricable relationship between medical and fiction 
writing during the eighteenth century, and it is within this cross-section of novel 
studies and medical history that this thesis aims to produce readings of canonical 
works by Daniel Defoe, John Cleland, Tobias Smollett, Frances Burney, and Maria 
Edgeworth as well as the anonymously written fringe text The Woman of Colour: A 
Tale (1808).  
Burke suggests that the anatomist’s knowledge is unique and exclusive to the 
scientist. ‘Ordinary men,’ Burke argues, do not view the skin through this (figurative) 
lens, merely considering the skin’s aesthetic possibility, whereas the anatomist 
studies and rejoices in the skin’s sublime potential. In a literal sense, however, the 
microscope’s lens was being peered through by non-scientists. As Deborah 
Needleman’s work has shown, by the 1720s the microscope was a popular tool (or 
toy) used by men and women alike, a trend satirised by Jonathan Swift in Gulliver’s 
Travels (1726).13 Gulliver abhors the anatomical knowledge that is produced under 
the microscope. Magnified skin establishes an intimacy that triggers abject disgust, 
which he is only able to relieve through violent misogyny. Laura Brown convincingly 
argues that a ‘dynamic of aversion and identification’ informs Gulliver’s reactions to 
female bodies.14 We see this dynamic at work in his descriptions of female skin in 
two episodes in the second book, the first being when he observes a nursery maid 
breast-feeding. The scene in question reads, 
I must confess no object ever disgusted me so much as the sight of her 
monstrous breast, which I cannot tell what to compare with, so as to give the 
curious reader an idea of its bulk, shape, and colour.  It stood prominent six 
feet, and could not be less than sixteen in circumference.  The nipple was 
                                                             
13 Deborah Needleman, ‘The Sexual Politics of Microscopy in Brobdingnag’, Studies in English 
Literature, Volume 7, Number 3, Restoration and Eighteenth Century, (Summer, 2007), p.624.   
14 Laura Brown, ‘Reading Race and Gender: Jonathan Swift’, Eighteenth-Century Studies, Volume 23, 
Number 4, (Summer, 1990), p.434.   
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about half the bigness of my head, and the hue both of that and the dug, so 
varied with spots, pimples, and freckles, that nothing could appear more 
nauseous: for I had a near sight of her, she sitting down, the more 
conveniently to give suck, and I standing on the table. This made me reflect 
upon the fair skins of our English ladies, who appear so beautiful to us, only 
because they are of our own size, and their defects not to be seen but 
through a magnifying glass; where we find by experiment that the smoothest 
and whitest skins look rough, and coarse, and ill-coloured.15 
The disgust that Gulliver exhibits towards the ‘bulk and shape’ and overall ‘bigness’ 
of the nurse’s breast is likely a direct allusion to table nineteen of Cowper’s Anatomy, 
which illustrates the female breast as it appeared when magnified (figure one). 
Cowper stresses that the skin covering the female breast is made up of orifices and 
perforations, structural features that fill Gulliver with horror and provoke his deeply 
rooted anxiety towards the possibility of ‘female engulfment.’16  
The microscope not only created variation, what Burke praises as ‘wonderful 
texture,’ it also confirmed the existence of pores. This became general knowledge in 
1684 when Nehmiah Grew published his findings in the Philosophical Transactions, 
writing,  
By Pores, Physicians mean no more, than certain permeable spaces between 
the parts of a Body. Wherefore, that there are Pores in the skin of every 
man’s Body, is no more to be question’d, than whether Men do ever sweat or 
perspire.17   
Grew’s validation of the existence of pores brought the idea of the body’s wholeness, 
with the skin as a seamless covering, into crisis.18 Indisputable evidence that the 
body’s surface is perforated produced feelings of vulnerability and incited a 
                                                             
15 Jonathan Swift, Gulliver’s Travels, London: Penguin, 2003, p.87. (All references are to this edition.)  
16 Susan Gubar, ‘The Female Monster in Augustan Satire’, Signs, Volume 3, Number 2, (Winter, 1977), 
p.383.  
17 Nehmiah Grew, ‘The Description and Use of the Pores in the Skin of the Hands and Feet’, 
Philosophical Transactions, 14, (1st of January, 1684), p.566.  
18 Hippocratic medicine speculated about the existence of pores, but it was Grew’s research that 
‘factualised’ their existence for the general public. See Philip K. Wilson. Surgery, Skin and Syphilis: 
Daniel Turner’s London, pp.65-68. 
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fundamental concern for the security of this, and other borders, from invasive 
agents, of which disease was first and foremost. Such fears are reflected and 
satirised by Alexander Pope in his ‘Essay on Man,’ where he writes,  
Why has not Man a microscopic eye? 
For this plain reason, Man is not a Fly. 
Say what the use, were finer optics giv’n. 
T’inspect a mite, not comprehend the heav’n? 
Or touch, if tremblingly alive all o’er, 
To smart and agonize at ev’ry pore?19 
As notions of contagion became more broadly realised, the porous body became an 
object of increasing fear as it left one vulnerable and quite literally open to sickness. 
As Gail Kern Paster expresses it, ‘every subject grew up with a common 
understanding of his or her body as a semipermeable, irrigated container in which 
humors moved sluggishly. People imagined that health consisted of a state of 
internal solubility to be perilously maintained.’20 The outbreak of plague in Marseille 
in 1720 brought these feelings into sharp relief and corporeal and national borders 
were conflated in the pursuit of understanding and preventing the transmission of 
‘communicable disease.’ 
 
 
 
 
 
                                                             
19 Alexander Pope, ‘An Essay on Man: Epistle I’, Alexander Pope the Major Works, ed. Pat Rogers, 
Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2006, p.277. Ann Jessie van Sant offers an insightful discussion of the 
microscope’s vogue and the parodies that this elicited. See, Ann Jessie van Sant, Eighteenth-Century 
Sensibility and the Novel: The Senses in Social Context, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2004, 
pp.102-104. 
20 Gail Kern Paster, The Body Embarrassed, Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1993, p.15. 
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FIGURE 1. 
Table Nineteen from William Cowper’s Humane Anatomy depicting the human breast, 
figures 1 and 3-5 are illustrations of a woman’s breast drawn with the assistance of a 
microscope. (1698) 
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Turner, describing pores three decades after Grew, writes,  
[The Cuticula] is inconspicuously [perforated] all over, through its 
innumerable and (to the naked Eye) almost imperceptible Passages, by 
Physicians called Pores; which like the finest Sieve, let forth the fuliginous 
Excrements of the Blood, and serve to ventilate its Flame, that it may not be 
opprest or suffocated.21  
Didier Anzieu’s influential psychoanalytic reading of the skin proposes that if the 
containing function of the skin ego fails, ‘the wrapping does exist but without 
continuity, pitted with holes. This is the sieve Skin-ego: thoughts and memories are 
difficult to retain and they drain away….’22 Anzieu’s notion of the ‘sieve Skin-ego’ is a 
productive measure for Gulliver’s disgust during the episode in which he is 
confronted by the sight of a female beggar’s exposed breast. He recoils at the sight 
of the pits and lumps, all of which are symptoms of cancer, both repeating and 
expanding the image put forth during his initial encounter with the nurse. The 
beggar’s cancerous breast is, ‘the most horrible Spectacle that ever an European eye 
beheld … her breast swelled to a monstrous size, full of holes.’23 Gulliver’s gaze 
magnifies the beggar’s pitted skin, fixating on these ‘holes’ and consequently calling 
attention to the skin’s failure of ‘wholeness.’ The ‘spectacle’ of the breast echoes 
Gulliver’s earlier experiences, when he himself was ‘exposed for money as a publick 
spectacle’24 and audiences assessed his skin, commenting that his, ‘complexion [is] 
fairer than a nobleman’s daughter.’25 The overlap of Gulliver’s use of the term 
‘spectacle’ reifies the dynamic of association and aversion that characterises his 
experiences with women and signifies the slippery way that Swift represents skin.   
In his work on interiority, Georges Poulet compares the way he experiences 
books to his interaction with the objet d’art, writing, ‘neither vase nor statue seems 
fully revealed by the unbroken perimeter of its surfaces. In addition to its surfaces it 
                                                             
21 Daniel Turner, De Morbis Cutaneis, p.ii. 
22 Didier Anzieu, The Skin-Ego, trans. Naomi Segal, London: Karnac, 2016, p.110.  
23 Jonathan Swift, Gulliver’s Travels, p.105. 
24 Ibid, p.91. 
25 Ibid, p.91. 
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must have an interior.’26 He describes circling such works in the hopes of locating a 
secret entrance, an opening through which he may pass in order to uncover the 
depths of the object’s interior. Poulet, however, is thwarted in these attempts, and 
he is forced to confess that ‘the vase and statue are closed.’27 In direct contrast, 
Poulet argues, texts and language, and I would add skin, are riddled with openings. 
Jürgen Habermas, for example, explores the concept of ‘porousness’ when 
discussing language and meaning, arguing that, ‘linguistically achieved 
understanding is by nature porous.’28 And in Derridean usage, ‘porosity’ denotes the 
deferral of meaning, exploiting the homophonic slippage between ‘pore’ and ‘pour,’ 
in order to express that meaning is never fully present. 
PIERCING 
If the pore represents a disturbing, but essentially ‘natural’ permeability, the needle 
and the act of piercing the skin poses an artificial alternative, which triggered 
alternately anxious and enthusiastic responses. Describing pierced or lacerated skin, 
Steven Connor writes, ‘the skin is no longer primarily a membrane of separation, but 
a medium of connection or greatly intensified semiotic permeability.’29 Inoculation 
was likely the most prominent image of pierced skin in English society during this 
period. The inoculation/vaccination debate waged throughout the century, and was 
ignited in England upon Lady Mary Wortley Montagu’s return to England (after time 
spent in Turkey) and her subsequent dissemination of the practice in 1721.30 
Montagu had her son inoculated on the 18th of March 1718 while in Turkey. In a 
letter to her husband dated the 23rd of March 1718 she writes, ‘the boy was 
                                                             
26 Georges Poulet, ‘Criticism and the Experience of Interiority’, Reader-Response Criticism: From 
Formalism to Post-Structuralism, trans. Catherine Macksey and Richard Macksey, ed. Jane P. 
Tompkins, Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1980, p.42.  
27 Georges Poulet, ‘Criticism and the Experience of Interiority’, p.42.  
28 Jürgen Habermas, Postmetaphysical Thinking, trans. William Mark Hohengarten, Cambridge and 
London: MIT Press, 1992, p.48.  
29 Steven Connor, The Book of Skin, Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2004. p.66.  
30 For a detailed discussion of the history of smallpox from antiquity to its eradication see, Abbas M. 
Behbehani, ‘The Smallpox Story: Life and Death of an Old Disease’, Microbiological Review, Volume 47, 
Number 4, (December, 1983), pp.455-509. For a discussion on the impact that small pox had during 
the eighteenth century see David Shuttleton, ‘A Culture of Disfigurement: Imagining Smallpox in the 
Long Eighteenth Century’, Framing and Imagining Disease in Cultural History, ed. G.S. Rousseau, 
Basingstoke and New York: Palgrave, pp.68-91. For the significance of Montagu’s contribution see 
Isobel Grundy’s comprehensive biographical study, Lady Mary Wortley Montagu: Comet of the 
Enlightenment, Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1999.  
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engrafted last Tuesday, and is at this time singing and playing and very impatient for 
his supper.’31 She opens the next letter addressed to Wortley with a brief update on 
their son’s health, ‘Your son is as well as can be expected, and I hope past all manner 
of danger.’32 And in a third and final update, she curtly tells him, ‘Your son is very 
well; I cannot forbear telling you so, though you do not so much as ask after him.’33 
Montagu’s tone in these letters is emblematic of the maternal prerogative and 
medical authority she unapologetically wielded when she took the initiative of 
having her son inoculated and which was extended when she imported the practice 
to England, relying on the leverage of female friendship to mobilise the practice 
amongst mothers in her class.  
Writing about his observations of inoculation, Voltaire notes, ‘it had the most 
happy Effect upon the Son of the Lady Wortley Montague, who, at her Return to 
England, communicated the Experiment to the Princess of Wales, now Queen of 
England … The Princess being assur’d of the Usefulness of this Operation, caus’d her 
own Children to be inoculated.’34  Voltaire’s account indicates that Montagu’s 
influence over Princess Caroline momentarily threatened to displace the medical 
establishment, a point that earned Montagu the ire and contempt of its prominent 
members. Similar maternal authority is on display when Frances Burney who, Felicity 
Nussbaum notes, closely researched both small pox and inoculation when writing 
Camilla (1796), decided to have her own son inoculated.35 Writing about the 
experience in her Journals, Burney describes feelings of maternal anxiety, but also 
states she would not care if he turned ‘negro,’ provided he was protected from the 
virus.36 Burney makes her support for both inoculation and maternal intelligence 
(especially in relation to the medical management of children) explicit in Camilla. She 
describes the medical capability of the novel’s matriarch in the following passage,  
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The extreme delicacy of the constitution of Eugenia had hitherto deterred 
Mrs. Tyrold from innoculating [sic] her; she had therefore scrupulously kept 
her from all miscellaneous intercourse in the neighbourhood: but as the 
weakness of her infancy was now promising to change into health and 
strength, she meant to give to that terrible disease its best chance, and the 
only security it allows from perpetual alarm, immediately after the heats of 
the present autumn should be over.37 
The dynamics that result in Eugenia’s ultimate exposure to natural small pox mimics 
the tension between maternal instinct and masculine authority that characterised 
the inoculation debate. Mrs. Tyrold’s sensible mothering and nursing capabilities are 
ultimately thwarted by the ineptitudes of her brother-in-law: Sir Hugh Tyrold. While 
Mrs. Tyrold considers inoculation ‘the only security … from perpetual alarm,’ Sir 
Hugh regards the practice with a conservative eye, ‘[having] no notion of people’s 
taking diseases upon themselves … [besides] how did people do before these new 
modes of making themselves sick of their own accord?’38  
Scottish surgeon Charles Maitland, who was serving as physician to the 
British embassy in Constantinople in 1718, oversaw the inoculation of Montagu’s son. 
In his pamphlet Account of Inoculating the Small Pox (1722) he describes it as follows, 
At this Time, the Ambassador’s ingenious Lady, who had been at some Pains 
to satisfie her Curiosity in this Matter, and had made some useful 
Observations on the Practice, was so thoroughly convinced of the Safety of it, 
that She resolv’d to submit her only Son to it, a very hopeful Boy of about Six 
Years of Age: She first of all order’d me to find a fit Subject to take the Matter 
from ; and then sent for an old Greek Woman, who had practis’d this Way a 
great many Years: After a good deal of Trouble and Pains, I found a proper 
Subject, and then the good Woman went to work; but so awkwardly by the 
shaking of her Hand, and put the Child to so much Torture with her blunt and 
rust Needle, that I pitied his Cries, who had ever been of such Spirit and 
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Courage, that hardly any Thing of Pain could make him cry before; and 
therefore Inoculated the other Arm with my own Instrument, and with so 
little Pain to him, that he did not in the least complain of it.39 
Maitland’s narrative is one in which medical authority rehabilitates clumsy folk 
practices, which were administered by women, so that it is suited to a rational male 
readership. His surgeon’s hand literally steadies the needle used on Montagu’s son, 
as he intuitively corrects the procedure. The superiority of his ‘own instrument’ 
(later records reveal that it was a clean lancet), yielded positive results. The patient 
‘had above an hundred [pockmarks] in all upon his Body; but without any the least 
Disorder... And they all fell off, without leaving any one Mark or Impression behind 
them.’40 While Maitland clearly works to distance his practice from folk traditions, 
his account also initiated the ‘old Greek woman’ stigma that sceptics and 
practitioners of inoculation alike drew upon, the former in order to discredit the 
practice outright, the latter to diminish the role these women played in the 
development of inoculation. One of the most notable voices in this camp was the 
physician Richard Mead, whose history of inoculation works to seriously undercut 
the credibility of its pioneers and implicitly discloses both his generalised gender 
anxiety and the systematic discrediting of Montagu’s contribution to the English 
tradition. In his Discourse on the Small Pox and Measles (1747) Mead traces a history 
of inoculation that makes it analogous with a beauty product. He writes,  
But I have often wondered, how such a notion could come into the heads of 
people almost quite ignorant of what relates to physic. For, as far as I have 
been able to find out by inquiry, this was the invention of the Circassians, the 
women of which country are said to excel in beauty; upon which account, it is 
very common, especially among the poorer sort, to sell young girls for slaves 
to be carried away into the neighbouring parts. When therefore it was 
observed, that they, who were seized with this distemper, were in less 
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danger both of their life, the younger they were; the contrived this way of 
infecting the body….41 
Eastern folk medical traditions become embedded in a sordid practice of child sex 
slavery in a story that replaces maternal instinct and care with an image of the 
monstrous mother who is motivated by greed. It also seems to be the case that the 
practitioner’s motivation cannot be divorced from the practice’s inherent function. 
Here, the alleged interest in the preservation of beauty renders the original pursuit 
of inoculation cosmetic, rather than medical. As with Maitland, a motive for Mead’s 
circulation of such a narrative is that it enables his contribution to the 
professionalisation and rehabilitation of inoculation as a legitimate medical 
procedure. By painting the original procedure as crude and even frivolous, the 
English tradition distinguishes itself as refiner and innovator. This is perhaps most 
pronounced in the inoculation trials in which Mead participated in 1721, during 
which he and Hans Sloane oversaw the inoculation of six prisoners. Mead was 
permitted to inoculate one of them using the Chinese method (the ‘matter’ was 
ingrafted through the nostril rather than in the arm). This experimental process, and 
specifically the comparative approach, enabled Mead and his fellows to test and 
subsequently reject inferior methods. The refinement of the inoculation process was 
essential to its medical assimilation as an essentially English procedure. However, 
Mead’s reasons for concocting this origin myth are more complicated than simply 
disparaging the origins of inoculation through a simple ‘medicine good, cosmetics 
bad’ dichotomy. His writing exploits the cosmetic potential of the practice for the 
English marketplace. The implications of his story were realised relatively 
contemporaneously when in 1815 James Moore (a surgeon and director of the 
National Vaccine Establishment) wrote,  
[Mead’s essay] denies that the Small Pox ever recurs to the inoculated, and 
gives the honour of this invention to the Circassians, imputing to this practice 
the extraordinary beauty of their women … Although this assertion had little 
foundation, it was well calculated for effect. For it is the ambition of many 
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English ladies to render their daughters as beautiful and desirable as the 
fairest Circassions.42 
Rather than disparaging English women for their vanity in pursuit of an unblemished 
complexion, their consumer power is harnessed as part of an effort to popularise 
inoculation. This in itself has a specific resonance with Montagu’s public image: 
famously marred by small pox herself, the story of a beautiful young bride who 
suffered extensive facial scarring and the loss of her eyelashes was well known.43 Her 
story was transmitted widely in the autobiographical portrait she paints through 
Flavia, the persona of ‘Saturday; The Small-Pox’: ‘How am I chang’d! alas! how am I 
grown/ A frightful spectre, to myself unknown!/ Where’s my Complexion? Where 
the radiant Bloom,/ That promis’d happiness for Years to come?’44 
Swift and Montagu knew one another socially and shared a mutual dislike. 
There is evidence that their social conflict played out in print, namely Montagu’s 
‘The Reasons that Induced Dr. S. to Write a Poem Call’d the Lady’s Dressing Room,’ 
which she published in 1734. It is quite possible that Gulliver’s phobia of needles is a 
manifestation of Swift’s resentment of Montagu and, more significantly, of female-
practiced inoculation in general. Gulliver’s Travels is replete with references to 
needles: when he arrives on Lilliput, for example, Gulliver feels, ‘[a] hundred arrows 
discharged on my left Hand, which pricked me like so many Needles.’45 And he 
marshals this comparison again when he observes wasp stingers in Brobdingnag 
writing, ‘I took out their stings, found them an inch and a half long, and sharp as 
needles.’46 The tradition of imaginatively linking arrows and disease predates Swift. 
A particularly notable example occurs in Joseph Grünpeck’s Neat Treatise on the 
French Evil (1496), one of the earliest studies of the epidemiology of syphilis 
(although he was not a trained physician). Grünpeck likens plagues to ‘arrows of the 
gods, with which wickedness becomes cleansed and chastised, and the badness is 
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driven out.’47 In this earlier image, it is vengeful deities, rather than physicians and 
women, who impregnate the body with instruments of contamination. Together, 
Grew’s confirmation of pores and the advent of inoculation crystallised patterns of 
opened/closed and in/out, simultaneously strengthening the concept of the skin as a 
‘surface boundary,’ and calling into question its ability to successfully function as 
such.  
FLAYING 
Figure 65 in plate 1 of William Hogarth’s Analysis of Beauty ‘shews the serpentine 
forms and varied situations of the muscles, as they appear when the skin is taken 
off.’48 In other words, Hogarth uses an écorché, or flayed figure, to illustrate the 
composition of his serpentine line. From the Classical Marsyas (flayed for challenging 
Apollo) and the Biblical Bartholomew (who, tradition states, was flayed as a martyr) 
to the cadaverous figures that proliferate throughout the pages of popular 
eighteenth-century reading materials (such as anatomical and midwifery manuals, 
and artists’ treatises) the écorché loomed large in the eighteenth-century 
imagination.49 Flaying, as Claudia Benthien points out, ‘represents a synthesis of the 
most extreme form of capital punishment (torture) and the medical production of 
knowledge.’50 This juncture is taken to its grotesque extreme by Hogarth himself in 
his satirically macabre series The Four Stages of Cruelty, which features the corpse of 
the series’ protagonist, Tom Nero, being dissected by the College of Surgeons in the 
fourth and final plate. Nero lies upon a dissection table in the midst of a gallery of 
surgeons. His finger gestures towards an unravelled shroud that separates the 
corpse from the table, yet fails to conceal his nakedness and even threatens to slip 
away entirely. His head is suspended by a pulley system supplanting, as Roy Porter 
points out, the hangman’s noose.51 Equally, however, this posture is reminiscent of 
the practice of anatomical illustrators who would reanimate corpses into lifelike 
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positions using similar mechanisms. Through this dual meaning, Hogarth states a 
clear connection between the executed corpse and anatomical illustration. If we 
consider this link alongside the fact that the écorchés present in pseudo-midwifery 
manuals were appropriated as masturbatory aides, we might add darkly comedic 
and sexual elements to Benthien’s observation.52 That is to say, flaying, at least in its 
representational form, brings together torture, sex, comedy, and medical knowledge 
in uncanny and potentially disruptive ways.  
The fantasy of the flayed body made an impression on a number of writers. 
Swift offers us a notable example when Gulliver envisions a range of punishments 
that the Lilliputians might administer after he is accused of treason. A type of flaying 
is included in the list: ‘Some of your Servants were to have private Orders to strew 
poisonous Juice on your Shirts, which would soon make you tear out your own Flesh, 
and die in the outmost Torture.’53 It is well documented that this punishment recalls 
the death of Hercules, described in the Metamorphoses as follows, 
Sudden dissolves the subtle pois’nous juice, 
Which taints his blood, and all his nerves bedews… 
With wonted fortitude he bore the smart, 
And not a groan confess’d his burning heart. 
At length his patience was subdu’d by pain, 
He rends the sacred altar from the plain; 
Oete’s wide forests echo with his cries: 
Now to rip off the deathful robe he tries. 
Where-e’er he plucks the vest, the skin he tears, 
The mangled muscles, and huge bones he bares 
(A ghastful sight!), or raging with his pain, 
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To rend the sticking plague he tugs in vain.54 
Hercules’ death, and concomitantly Gulliver’s fantasy, establish a connection 
between flaying and transformative process. These violent instances of the loss of 
human skin come to mimic the process of ecdysis (skin shedding) common to the 
natural world, suggesting that the removal of skin is a transformative and 
rejuvenating, albeit violent, process.55 As Connor observes, ‘nothing is deader than a 
skin, peeled, shucked or sloughed. And yet skins are often imagined as containing or 
preserving life and therefore having the power to restore it.’56 The other side of this 
coin, of course, is that the image of shed skin also carries associations of duplicity, 
sin, and temptation, principally because the most identifiable ecdysial creature is the 
snake, which has unavoidable symbolic associations with satan in the Christian 
tradition. The écorché, with its exposed musculature (what Benthien terms the 
‘more than naked body’57), gaping skin, and (in the tradition of the early modern 
anatomical atlas) lurid grin, exemplifies Mikhail Bakhtin’s grotesque body, which, 
‘ignores the closed, smooth, and impenetrable surface of the body….’58 These 
écorché figures are often depicted holding their skin as a complete shed garment, 
and in midwifery manuals the skin of the female abdomen is peeled away and folded 
so as to represent the petals of a flower. In such images the nature of wholeness is 
emphatically called into question. Flaying can also be conceived as a form of 
liminality, a transitional moment in which, ‘the normal limits to thought, self-
understanding and behaviour are relaxed, opening the way to novelty and 
imagination, construction and destruction.’59  Considered from this perspective, 
flaying disintegrates the boundary between the internal organs and, more 
significantly, the soul and the outside world.  
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The boundary that the skin represents is a defining facet of the relationship 
between self and other, binaries that Bernadette Fort and Angela Rosenthal 
convincingly argue were ‘at the forefront of British consciousness in the eighteenth 
century.’60 Removal of the skin is, therefore, as transgressive as it is transformative, 
and thus encourages a range of superstitions and taboo. The taboo surrounding 
dissection and anatomy was consolidated by the passing of the 1752 Murder Act, 
which enforced the practice of sourcing anatomical cadavers from executions. The 
Act describes dissection as a punishment that ensures ‘further terror and [a] peculiar 
mark of infamy … [is] added to the punishment of death.’61 In mobilising the threat 
of public dissection as a form of punishment, the Murder Act effectively collapsed 
the difference between flaying and dissection, irrevocably conflating them in the 
mid-century mind.  
COMPLEXION AND COUNTENANCE 
If indeed the ‘rhetoric of transparency … was highly prominent during the 
Enlightenment,’ it might be supposed that the opacity of skin colour foils visual 
knowledge.62 This is partially true: the skin was often conceived of as a veil that 
obfuscated and concealed. This notion was reflected by the French surgeon Jean-
Joseph Sue when he encouraged artists to look beyond the skin in order to more 
faithfully capture the nuances of the human form. He writes, ‘one renders nature 
much more faithfully if one sees it act through the veil in which it is covered.’63 
Complexion had two intersecting meanings during the eighteenth century. According 
to the OED it was, firstly, the ‘constitution or habit of mind, disposition, 
temperament; ‘nature’’ and, secondly, ‘the natural colour, texture, and appearance 
of the skin, esp. of the face.’ In the second definition complexion designates the 
physical differences of and between individual skins; namely, tone, colour, and 
clearness, properties that we often take for granted as being fixed. This, of course, is 
easily problematised. Agents of change (specifically disease and time) both alter the 
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skin, complexions that were once clear can become scarred or freckled, and even 
colour, which we may take to be the most fixed of skin’s attributes, is mutable. Skin 
can tan, pigmentation can breakdown and social perceptions of and attitudes 
towards colour (and the words used to describe colours) change with time. Take, for 
instance, the role of Othello. Until the nineteenth century, the epithet ‘moor’ in 
Shakespeare’s play, was assumed to designate a black Muslim character.  From the 
sixteenth through to the eighteenth century white actors, such as David Garrick, 
would blacken their faces with shoe polish when performing this role. By the late 
eighteenth and early nineteenth century black actors were cast in the role, Ira 
Aldridge being the most famous. However, as the nineteenth century progressed, 
increasingly racist attitudes (specifically hardened attitudes towards fixed biological 
markers of racial difference, such as skin colour) refused the possibility that 
blackness could be consonant with Othello’s noble language and the production of 
pathos. Shakespeare’s use of the word ‘moor’ was questioned by nineteenth-century 
audiences, who insisted it was more likely that he intended the character to be a 
light-skinned Turkish man.64   
Jane Austen offers another example of this kind of cultural shift in Pride and 
Prejudice (1813). Darcy’s growing feelings compel him to defend Elizabeth against 
Caroline Bingley’s scrutiny of her complexion. The exchange reads,   
"How very ill Miss Eliza Bennet looks this morning, Mr. Darcy," she cried; "I 
never in my life saw anyone so much altered as she is since the winter. She is 
grown so brown and coarse! Louisa and I were agreeing that we should not 
have known her again." However little Mr. Darcy might have liked such an 
address, he contented himself with coolly replying that he perceived no other 
alteration than her being rather tanned, no miraculous consequence of 
travelling in the summer.65  
This dispute illustrates a conflict in the way attractive complexions were imagined in 
the latter end of the century. Caroline represents conventional attitudes, promoting 
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fair skin as the ideal for female beauty while Darcy acknowledges the possibility that 
beauty might be extended to women with a darker complexion, albeit along a 
broader spectrum of whiteness. Darcy’s opinion is consonant with the dichotomy of 
the light and dark skinned heroine that was common in eighteenth-century novels. 
The lighter skinned girl was usually more classically attractive, mild mannered and 
domestic, whereas the darker skinned girl was seen as striking, more boisterous and 
robust, and enjoyed being outdoors. In the case of Pride and Prejudice, Jane and 
Elizabeth, the eldest Bennet sisters, exemplify this pairing. Their dichotomy was pre-
empted, and perhaps represented more completely, in Sense and Sensibility where 
sisters Elinor and Marianne fulfil the respective types.66  
Significantly, Austen’s use of this model resists the interpretation that links 
whiteness with purity and darkness with immorality. If skin colour does not signify 
virtue, it compels the question: where does Caroline Bingley think she has leverage? 
Underpinning Darcy’s and Caroline’s converse opinions is a complicated set of class 
prejudices. Caroline emphatically disdains the Bennet daughters and the wider 
Meryton community. She makes this feeling explicit when she criticises the Bennet 
family’s ‘connections’ by mocking their relations that reside in Cheapside. 67 
Assuming that her ingrained conceit frames her attack against Elizabeth’s tanned 
skin, Caroline is appealing to the conservative attitude that associated brown skin 
with the lower classes because it was viewed as the product of outdoor labour. Juliet 
McMaster, in her study of the eighteenth-century body, points out that ‘this society, 
[was] materialistic as well as obsessed with appearance,’ and a fair complexion, 
traditionally, fulfilled both criteria.68 The value of fair skin stemmed from the 
promise of additional capital: constituting, in a sense, a skin trade. This marriage 
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model was a facet of eighteenth-century society of which Pride and Prejudice is 
generally critical, so much so that Elizabeth’s rival for Darcy’s hand, his cousin Miss 
de Bourgh, is drawn as a gross exaggeration of a fair skinned heiress. To Elizabeth 
she appears ‘pale and sickly,’ an image that Lady Catherine attempts to explain away 
by saying ‘that, in point of true beauty, Miss de Bourgh is far superior to the 
handsomest of her sex, because there is that in her features which marks the young 
lady of distinguished birth.’69  
This is not to say that Darcy necessarily rejects class considerations entirely; 
rather, the idea has been relocated due to the changes in leisure practices, including 
the advent of tourism that emerged around the turn of the century and helped to 
divest brown skin of its low connotations. Although Darcy’s curt ‘no miraculous 
consequence of travelling in the summer’ foils Caroline’s outmoded scheme, Darcy’s 
reply is not without its own class assumptions. Significantly, at this point in the novel 
Darcy is romantically interested in Elizabeth and has also met the Gardiners, the 
Cheapside relatives alluded to earlier, and acknowledges that they are, in fact, 
people with ‘intelligence, taste, and good manners.’70 These factors motivate Darcy’s 
repudiation of old class sensibilities in favour of a modern version that sees middle-
class leisure and vacation time as a sign of prosperity, leaving the reader with one of 
the earliest cases of an admired sun tan.  
It was this passage in Austen that first drew my attention to the complexities 
of novelistic representations of skin during this period. Today, the trope of ‘fair skin’ 
being historically valued as a signifier of elite status has become a commonplace 
view. Even the most nuanced contemporary critics occasionally reproduce the idea 
that ‘the standard markers of [genteel] femininity [were a] … softness and whiteness 
of complexion.’71 Although I am not suggesting that this model is entirely incorrect, it 
has been overstated to the point that it has become a pervasive assumption about 
the past; one that has precluded readings of passages such as this one, and perhaps 
reveals more about contemporary skin-colour anxieties and ideals. The standard 
                                                             
69 This is Mr Collins quoting Lady Catherine, Jane Austen, Pride and Prejudice, p.66.  
70 Ibid, p.244. 
71 Michael McKeon, ‘Historicizing Patriarchy: The Emergence of Gender Difference in England, 1660-
1760’, Eighteenth-Century Studies, Volume 28, Number 3, (Spring, 1995), p.311.  
 30 
narrative is that during the eighteenth century fair skin signified domestic leisure 
(which as we have just seen was not strictly true), whereas brown skin indicated 
labour performed outdoors. While there is some basis to the assumption (this 
stereotype certainly takes on complex and painful meaning in the context of 
American and Caribbean slavery, as light-skinned blackness relocated slaves to the 
house), the historical consensus is that from the seventeenth century onwards 
labour in England was fundamentally reorganised so that even amongst the 
labouring classes women’s work was largely relocated to the home.72 Of notable 
exception were the women who worked in the dairy industry as milkmaids. But this, 
it seems, is the exception that proves the rule. Due to the coalescence of pastoral 
fantasy and medical marvel, milkmaids were widely held to have the most becoming 
complexions and were even held up as paragons of feminine beauty during the 
eighteenth century. In his Advice to Mothers (1803), William Buchan encourages 
eligible young women to ‘Look at the healthy texture of the milkmaid’s skin, and at 
the roses ever blooming on her cheek.’73 The milkmaid’s commitment to robust 
activity performed outdoors is commendable and the reward is a vibrant complexion 
of unparalleled beauty. Rumours of the milkmaid’s desirable skin were further 
perpetuated when Edward Jenner famously reported their immunity to small pox.74 
The widely published reports of Jenner’s findings made it common knowledge that 
milkmaids escaped the terrors that attended this disease, specifically, ‘the fear of 
death … inflammation of the eyes, blindness, and hideous scarring.’75 The fantasies 
produced by the image of the milkmaid and the broader realities of labour 
reorganisation stripped the fair/dark dichotomy of its ability to serve as a 
straightforward measure of class, desirability, and morality.  
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Being the product of an external factor, tanned skin actually differs from the 
medical tradition’s general understanding of skin colour. Colouring was thought to 
be determined by a semi-fluid layer called the rhetum mucosum, which lay between 
the cuticula and cutis. The Scottish naturalist John Walker describes this layer in 
detail in his Elements of Geography and of Natural and Civil History (1788),  
…between this and the thick skin, called cutis, is spread a tender substance, 
which from the slightness of its texture, scarcely can be deemed a membrane, 
called rhetum mucosum; upon this depends the various complexions of 
different persons…76  
As we see noted by Turner above, these ‘different persons’ include the Jaundiced, 
the Sanguine, black Æthiops, tawny Ægyptians, and the pale and wan Phlegmaticks. 
Put simply, the rhetum mucosum was thought to determine skin colour. This 
included shades of whiteness, specifically the off-shades caused by colour altering 
distempers, such as jaundice, green sickness, and, most significantly, the wan pallor 
associated with fever and emotional distress. Turner explains that the reason for this 
alterability is that this layer was comprised of ‘the Humours underneath.’ Traditional 
humoral medicine maintained that healthiness was contingent upon the balance of 
the four bodily fluids: blood, phlegm, choler/yellow bile, and black bile. These 
‘humours found expression in the temperaments and complexions that marked an 
individual,’ an idea that endured within Enlightenment theories of the body, 
including the skin.77 An especially curious case was that of green sickness (the term 
for what is now known to be anaemia) an illness commonly diagnosed in woman 
during the early modern period. Alternatively called morbus virgineus, it was often 
ascribed to virgins, and was considered a disease brought on by the mismanagement 
of sexuality, especially the withholding or denial of sex. During the fifteenth and 
sixteenth centuries it was generally thought of as an upper-class illness; however by 
the eighteenth century a notable shift occurred and it became more frequently 
associated with women working as maids, who spent too long in ‘the single stage of 
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life.’78  Green sickness was rationalised as a surface manifestation of internal 
disorders, brought about by misspent female sexuality. Prolonged virginity, or the 
‘single stage,’ was a contravention of regulated sexuality, just as promiscuity was, 
and, as such, was ascribed a skin condition by which these women could be 
identified.  
‘The writer’s exclusive aim,’ Ian Watt writes, ‘is to make the words bring his 
object [or subject] home to us in all its concrete particularity.’79 As the novel 
developed, so too did the close study and portrayal of individual characters. We can 
elucidate a strong connection between Watt’s explanation of characterisation and 
skin if we recall the definitions of complexion once more. Complexion signifies both: 
a ‘constitution or habit of mind, disposition, temperament; ‘nature’’ and ‘the natural 
colour, texture, and appearance of the skin, esp. of the face.’ These explanations 
intersect closely and indicate that complexion was not just a matter of colour, it also 
included a range of physiognomic qualities, in particular: countenance, facial 
expression, and mien. All three of these ideas came under scrutiny within the 
eighteenth-century novel, as they were critical to the production of unique 
characters. In her study of the novelistic character Deidre Lynch suggests that ‘the 
cognates countenance and character [were] both punningly related.’ 80  The 
relationship between countenance and the identification of a particular character is 
made explicit by Austen. While on the same holiday alluded to above, Lizzy and her 
aunt Mrs Gardiner take a guided tour of Darcy’s estate, Pemberley. Upon seeing a 
miniature of Darcy Mrs Gardiner says to Lizzy, ‘it is a handsome face. But, Lizzy, you 
can tell us whether it is like or not.’81 Rather than trusting the artist’s ability to 
successfully replicate the likeness of the sitter, Mrs Gardiner turns to a person who 
has prior knowledge of the subject so that it may be verified. Mrs Gardiner expects 
verisimilitude and is determined to measure representation against knowledge 
derived from lived experience. Likewise, readers grew to expect a level of 
verisimilitude and natural variation in the characters that they encountered in novels.  
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THE HUMAN CANVAS 
As noted earlier, theorists interested in corporeal representation frequently liken 
skin to a canvas. This metaphor is particularly favoured by art historians, especially 
those interested in portraits of women as this genre produces a double 
representation of the painted skin painted.82 Mechthild Fend notes that, ‘skin has 
been called the oldest human medium, and the longue durée material history of skin 
as a medium dates back to pre-historic times when practices such as body painting 
or tattooing were used to decorate, inscribe or modify the body.’83  
This is not just a contemporary reading. John Corry’s late eighteenth-century 
satire upon London manners invokes the comparison in a description of women’s 
cosmetic use. He writes,  
While a superabundance of paints and lotions renovate beauty, the fair artist 
daily improves in taste; she guides the pencil with such skill over every line of 
her face, and imitates nature with such elegance, that we may soon be able 
to boast of female portrait painters who will excel even Sir Joshua Reynolds 
himself!  
One great advantage in favour of female genius, in this instance, is the 
superior texture of the skin to canvas, or another artificial ground. It is to be 
regretted, however, that too many of our female artists grow negligent after 
marriage, and, reflecting that the portrait is sold, take little pains to improve 
its tints; nay, it is asserted, that they often become hideously deformed in a 
few years. This is certainly a great imperfection, for the works of the most 
eminent male artists have generally become more estimable in the eyes of 
the connoisseur in proportion to their age.84 
 
Such satires against women were ubiquitous throughout the eighteenth century. As 
Felicity Nussbaum suggests ‘women [were seen to] deserve … rebuke[s] for those 
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characteristics of their sex that make them inferior to men and make them more 
similar to each other.’85 Self-adornment and representation complicate the skin’s 
function as delineator of corporeal limits and boundedness, while also challenging 
the legibility of emotional and physiognomic outward signs. Attempting to establish 
unequivocally the limits of the surface are often frustrated by the various rituals of 
dress and costume: tattooing, piercing, cosmetics, masks, and clothing all engage in 
a constant dialectic with the skin. Dress inevitably modifies the body by redrawing its 
limits and offering an additional surface boundary. As the social exterior, clothing is 
capable of externalising facets of self-identity while also conveying one’s social and 
cultural affinities (bluestockings, san-culottes). In this sense, dress is a mode of 
communication. Whether the wearer is making a deliberate statement, unconscious 
display, or even attempting to withhold information, the practice of ‘getting dressed’ 
invariably means something. Terry Castle’s work remains a significant intervention in 
the study of eighteenth-century costuming practices, and reveals that the 
masquerade offers a concentrated example of performative, obfuscating costuming 
practice during this period. The pseudo-aristocrat John James Heidegger introduced 
the masquerade to England in the early eighteenth century and Teresa Cornelys, 
known more widely as ‘Mrs Smith,’ continued the practice throughout the latter half 
of the century. Marked by a degree of moral panic among its critics, the masquerade 
provided a space in which, as Susannah Centlivre remarked, ‘Indian Kings, with 
Turkish Sultans stand, /Gyants and Fairy Queens walk Hand in Hand.’86 That is to say, 
masquerades disrupted regular social hierarchies and divested the social signifiers of 
gender and class of their usual significance, providing attendees a space in which 
temporary skins could be donned.  
The concept of the unfixed, sheddable skin is a prominent one, often 
articulated by skin theorists in terms of a ‘second skin.’ Second skin theories 
regularly configure clothing as a textile epidermis that, with a few notable 
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exceptions, invariably mediates in social contexts.87 Anne A. Cheng, for instance, 
deploys the term in her study Second Skin: Josephine Baker & the Modern Surface 
(2010). Cheng reads Baker’s denuded body and the austere façades of Adolf Loos’s 
buildings within the intersections of modernity and primitivism. Rejecting the 
simplified dichotomy of the shallow surface and authentic interior, Cheng argues 
that the early twentieth century saw ‘designers continually manipulate relationships 
between the inside and outside of objects, garments, and buildings, creating skins 
that both reveal and conceal, skins that have depth, complexity, and their own 
behaviours and identities.’ 88  On the one hand, the relationship between the 
eighteenth-century body and corresponding material culture (namely textile and 
cosmetic) can be understood in similar terms.89 That is, the body’s ‘true’ surface (the 
epidermis), the value of which is derived from its role in conveying ‘true’ expressions 
of the subject’s interior psychological life (modest blushes, marks of infamy and sin), 
was manipulated and transformed through material culture in complex and 
phenomenological ways. However, on the other hand, these popular modes of 
epidermal adornment and modification can be seen as fully incorporated into the 
skin itself. As Stella North puts it, ‘far from being secondary, as the vernacular 
metaphor of the “second skin” would imply, clothing is primary to embodied 
experience: since the body is always a clothed body.’90 This second mode of 
perception is clearly expressed by the tattoo, which as Alfred Gell points out, exists 
both within and on the skin, forming a ‘paradoxical double skin.’91 Anatomical 
understanding of the skin’s structure itself dismisses oversimplified readings of the 
epidermis as a complete and stable surface. The skin was recognised as being 
multilayered and ever-mutable, and so it follows that artificial layers might be 
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considered as not merely added on top of the epidermal layer, but incorporated into 
the skin’s structure.  
Tattooing is of especial significance to an eighteenth-century English skin 
study, as James Cook’s 1771 return to England introduced the word ‘tattow’ into the 
English lexicon.92 This linguistic innovation was accompanied by the appearance of 
tattooed visitors in London.93 The enthusiasm that greeted the arrival of the ‘tattow’ 
in England, denoted in part by the eager rhetorical assimilation, and underscored by 
the wide circulation of the tattooed body, both appealed to and motored the 
existing dynamic of attraction and suspicion towards painted surfaces. England’s 
great interest in tattooed skin is perhaps best captured in the curiosity ignited by 
Mai’s 1774 arrival in London. Frances Burney gives an account of his visit in her 
Journal writing,  
As he had been to Court, he was very fine. He had on a suit of Manchester 
velvet, Lined with white satten [sic], a Bag, lace Ruffles, and a very handsome 
sword which the King had given to him. He is tall and very well made. Much 
darker than I expected to see him, but had a pleasing countenance. […] He 
must certainly possess an uncommon share of observation and attention. I 
assure you every body was delighted with him. I only wished I could have 
spoken his Language. His Hands are very much tattooed, but his Face is not at 
all. He is by no means handsome, though I like his Countenance.94 
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Twice Burney notices features of Mai’s complexion that surprise or perhaps disturb 
her (his darkness and tattooed hands) and each time these features are remedied by 
her attraction towards his ‘pleasing countenance.’ Mai’s exotic signifiers are here 
rendered suitable to his new context, that is the Burney family’s sitting room in 
London (at once domestic and metropolitan), through the domesticating and familiar 
language of sensibility. In diverting Mai’s physical differences in this way Burney may 
be seen to be contributing to the production of familiarity between Londoner and 
visitor, a process that Harriet Guest describes in relation to Joshua Reynolds’ 1776 
portrait of Mai, which she argues, ‘seems to make Omai a blank figure, available to 
that diversity of inscription.’95 It is fitting that Reynold’s portrait of a Tahitian visitor 
brings us full circle to Corry’s description of English women’s cosmetic use, which 
enables them to ‘boast of female portrait painters who will excel even Sir Joshua 
Reynolds himself!’ The skin canvas draws compelling parallels between seemingly 
polarised skins.   
NAKEDNESS 
Anthropologist Nina Jablonski notes that humans are the only species to adorn their 
skin through ‘dress,’ a pattern of behaviour she distinguishes from grooming (which 
is common to multiple species).96 In many ways dress is considered the cultural 
foothold that secures human distinctiveness as a species and thus offers the 
possibility of cultural common ground. In practice, however, because dress is so 
often taken to be synonymous with clothing, it proves to be more of a marker of 
difference and cultural heterogeneity. Carl Linnaeus was instrumental to the shift in 
popular attitudes towards racial difference as his writing brought into focus a 
cultural hierarchy that privileged European-Christian practice. Linnaeus first 
published Systema Naturae in 1735, however it is the tenth edition from 1758 
(which was translated in to English and published as A General System of Nature in 
1802) that is most relevant to this discussion. The classification system put forward 
in this edition reads, 
Mammalia. 
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Order I. Primates 
Fore-teeth cutting; upper 4, parallel; teats 2 pectoral. 
1. HOMO. 
Sapiens. Diurnal; varying by education and situation. 
2. Four-footed, mute, hairy.    Wild Man. 
3. Copper-coloured, choleric, erect.   American. 
Hair black, straight, thick; nostrils wide, face harsh; beard scanty; 
obstinate, content free. Paints himself with fine red lines. Regulated by 
customs. 
4. Fair, sanguine, brawny.     Europeans. 
Hair yellow, brown, flowing; eyes blue; gentle, acute, inventive. Covered 
by close vestments. Governed by laws. 
5. Sooty, melancholy, rigid.     Asiatic. 
Hair black; eyes dark; severe. Haughty, covetous. Covered with loose 
garments. Governed by opinions. 
6. Black, phlegmatic, relaxed.    African  
Hair black, frizzled; skin silky; nose flat; lips tumid; crafty, indolent, 
negligent. Anoints himself with grease. Governed by caprice.97 
 
‘African’ and ‘American’ figure similarly in this taxonomy, both being unclothed. 
Where contemporary definitions of dress and adornment extend to include ‘other 
sensory measures,’ historically, in order to be dressed one needed to be ‘covered.’ 
Moreover, dress went hand in hand with other positive qualities such as rationality 
and intelligence (‘governed by laws,’ ‘inventive’) as part of a larger cultural hierarchy.  
While dress is unique to the human species as a whole, historically clothing 
has been considered a signifier of Europeanness and, more expressly, Christian 
identity. However, while covering was required for modesty excessive attention to 
dress was considered negative. Protestantism, particularly, implies a resistance to 
lavish textiles and their Popish associations. The expression of this resistance 
underlies, in large part, much of the criticism expressed when extravagant 
‘Frenchified’ fashions were imported into the English wardrobe. The Protestant ethic, 
coupled with a more general Christian condemnation of vanity, and concomitant 
stress on modesty, generates further complications. Whether clothed or nude the 
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appearance of the surface was cause for anxiety. We can trace this fundamental 
paradox to the fall. Anne Hollander argues,   
For Christians, the corruptibility of the body itself, dressed or undressed, lies 
in its fragile susceptibility to decay or sin, but the special corruptibility of 
nakedness (among naturally clothed humans) lies in its readiness to seem not 
only erotic, but weak, ugly or ridiculous.98  
The Christian cultural emphasis on humanity’s fall insists that the nude body is 
inherently shameful, thus producing the ‘naturally clothed’ body. The Biblical 
narrative actually renders the clothing as second skin metaphor literal. It reads, 
‘Unto Adam also and to his wife did the Lord God make coats of skins, and clothed 
them.’99 Christian mythology initiates the overlap between skin and textile. Here, 
animal skins become clothing that provides the human body with an additional, vital 
surface. The distinction is blurred even further when the language used to describe 
the human epidermis itself borrows from the vocabulary of textiles, describing skin 
as wrinkled, seamed, and even torn and restitched.  
In 1780 the engraver Daniel Chodowiecki produced the engraving ‘Natur und 
Afectation.’ The images were an accompaniment to the Goettingen Pocket Calender, 
an ‘almanac filled with maxims for everyday living.’100 The image contrasts a couple 
in natural and affected modes of dress. The natural (and presumably virtuous) frame 
depicts the pair as a neo-classical Adam and Eve, the drapery, musculature, and 
contrapposto all reminiscent of classical sculpture. This is juxtaposed with the 
affected couple, who are shown in highly ornamental court dress, and look out at 
the audience (where the other couple look towards one another) inviting our gaze 
and announcing their desire for attention. Interestingly, however, each couple 
embodies several contradictions that undermine the clear distinction between 
nature and affectation. In spite of the apparent naturalism of the first couple, the 
neo-classical elements of their dress and posture ensure that they are, in fact, very 
much in keeping with late eighteenth-century trends, whereas the affected couple’s 
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clothing, and the woman’s skirt is particularly suggestive of this, is out of fashion. 
This type of excessively wide-hooped mantua was reserved almost exclusively for 
formal occasions and, moreover, the height of its popularity was at the beginning of 
the eighteenth century, becoming unfashionable by the 1750s. Chodowiecki has 
blurred the correlations that the almanac sets out to establish (natural/virtuous, 
affectation/sinful) and, rather than looking at these images as depicting two modes 
of behaviour that exist simultaneously (as contradictions), we should consider them 
as situated within the same cycle of fashion. Through this lens, Chodowiecki’s 
juxtaposition of the classical (pagan) with the Adam and Eve (Christian, but 
inherently weak and sinful) begins to make sense. When dictated by fashion, simple 
dress is no more virtuous than ostentatious dress, prompting the question, where 
should the line be drawn between clothing that was necessary for modesty and 
costuming that was duplicitous because it was designed to conceal blemishes?  
This question underscores William Vaughan’s pseudo-medical Essay 
Philosophical and Medical Concerning Modern Clothing (1792). Vaughan was a 
physician and ‘dress reformer’ in the latter part of the century, who critiqued 
fashionable clothing. Vaughan’s discussion of necklaces and neckerchiefs highlights 
the tensions surrounding ‘modern clothing’s’ role in deflecting shame. Regarding 
these items he writes,   
Collars and Neck-Laces are the most common Means of compressing the 
Neck…It is strange my Reader may think, that Ladies should have so great an 
Aversion to this Part, which is seldom so prominent in them as in Men, in 
whom we are used to call it Pomum Adami…Yet I have it on their own 
Authority that it is an uncomely and ungraceful Projection, and that it ought 
to be hidden.101 
This passage invokes the apple that was at the centre of the fall. The use of 
neckerchiefs by men, to conceal the Adam’s apple (which Vaughan represents as an 
embarrassing body part) inscribes the late eighteenth-century body with shame and 
implicates ‘modern clothing’ in the attempt to conceal sin. Notably, women’s 
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necklaces are represented here as means to conceal a less prominent Adam’s apple, 
which Vaughan concedes is barely noticeable in women. The fantasy of the woman’s 
Adam’s apple is suggestive of the persisting belief in sin’s ability to visibly mark the 
body, and subsequently, that clothing might be deployed as a second skin in order to 
conceal such markings. While both Roxann Wheeler and Hollander recognise the fall 
as the progenitor of Britain’s ‘covered culture,’102 neither extends their reading to 
include the creation of the snake, which, along with the instating of patriarchal 
power of Adam over Eve, is a pivotal aspect of God’s vengeful transfiguration. The 
Bible irrevocably ties the advent of clothing to the snake and, concomitantly, the 
ability to shed skin. Subsequently, this became a reoccurring image in the works of 
female novelists throughout the century, either literally (through masquerade 
costumes) or in the form of unsustainable or mutable surfaces.  
Quentin Bell suggests that fabric is ‘a natural extension of the body … even of 
the soul.’103 And if we accept fabrics as an extension of the body or, indeed, as a 
form of prosthesis, we notice a contradiction that upsets the British belief that their 
skin is ‘pre-culture.’ We hear an echo of Bell’s ‘fabric as extension’ in Wheeler’s 
study, when she writes,  
European clothes … were often viewed as odd extensions of the body; the 
copious clothing obscured where the European body began and ended … 
Early in the century, Lady Mary Wortley Montagu reported the astonishment 
of the naked Turkish women in the baths who viewed her layers of clothing 
and undergarments with dismay. Montagu declined to remove her garments 
in order to bathe, and she reported that the women considered her 
elaborate apparel, especially her undergarments, as a form of imprisonment, 
devised by a jealous husband.104 
This passage emphasises the inextricability of body and cloth, however it also implies 
that this conflation was at its most acute when the British moved into non-Western 
or colonial contexts. And although Wheeler recognises that the British themselves 
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considered clothing an inherent and significant facet of their identity, there are 
instances in her research in which she focuses her analysis around British/native 
interactions and fixes the onus of the skin/textile misreading on the non-European, 
without fully acknowledging that the British themselves often promoted the 
conflation of skin and cloth as a means of securing precedence in cultural and, 
ultimately, racial hierarchies. For instance, in the above passage the phrase 
‘Montagu reported’ is deployed twice, without, I think, full consideration of the fact 
that Montagu’s letters are, at their core, the perspective of a European woman 
abroad and that, as such, the voices of the local women are inflected with hers. The 
letter Wheeler is referring to reads,  
I was in my travelling habit, which is a riding dress, and certainly appeared 
very extraordinary to them. Yet there was not one of them that showed the 
least surprise or impertinent curiosity, but received me with all the obliging 
civility possible. […] The lady that seemed the most considerable amongst 
them entreated me to sit by her would fain have undressed me for the bath…. 
I was a[t] last forced to open my shirt, and show them my stays, which 
satisfied them very well, for they believed I was so locked up in that machine, 
that it was not in my own power to open it, which contrivance they 
attributed to my husband.105 
The stays-as-prison simile is an important image in Montagu’s proto-feminist 
rhetoric. This is not to say that the sentiment was not shared by the Turkish women 
Montagu refers to in this letter, but rather that it is crucial that we do not neglect to 
notice the likely possibility that Montagu’s personal views shape the voice she hears 
and ‘reports.’ Notably, Montagu views the Turkish veil through a highly positive lens, 
writing that the veil confers an unprecedented degree of privacy upon her, enabling 
her to freely navigate public spaces. By contrasting the way Montagu treats the veil 
and the corset, it becomes apparent that she repeatedly impresses the dichotomy of 
freedom and imprisonment upon garments. With this in mind, it might be concluded 
that the scene at the Turkish baths is less about the locals’ surprise regarding the 
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clothed European body, and more a reflection of Montagu’s own surprise at the 
possibility of female nudity.  
The relationship between the British and clothing is further explored by 
Wheeler in her study of Robinson Crusoe (1719). She writes, ‘this system producing 
the savage and the European operates through its attendant visible racialised 
categories – especially the absence or presence of clothing and skin colour.’106 
Wheeler’s words draw into relief the overlaps between nudity, immodesty, and 
savagery, the latter of which, she points out, was used to categorise non-Christians 
and cannibals. The way that clothing and animal hides function in Robinson Crusoe 
models the textile epidermis. Throughout the novel Crusoe encounters the challenge 
of preserving his national identity, that of a clothed European, while he is away from 
England. The point of convergence between physical need and British selfhood 
articulates itself most clearly in Crusoe’s relationship with animal skins. Upon killing 
a ‘terrible great lyon’ Crusoe writes, ‘I bethought myself however, that perhaps the 
skin of him might one way or other be of some value to us; and I resolved to take off 
his skin if I could.’107 Throughout the novel, Crusoe salvages, hordes, and covets 
animal hides and eventually his skin becomes contiguous with that of a goat’s.108 
Esther Bick’s now classic psychoanalytic framework of the skin as ‘containing sac’ is 
revelatory here. In Bick’s study she likens the body of an infant to that of an 
astronaut when projected into space without a suit. The skin of both these bodies is 
incapable of performing its containing function and the ‘body at this point has no 
bounded unity.’ 109  While shipwrecked, Crusoe encounters the challenge of 
preserving his cultural and corporeal integrity; his subsequent use of animal hides 
might be read as an attempt to satisfy these needs.  
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TOUCH 
In 1733 George Cheyne wrote, ‘Feeling, is nothing but the Impulse, Motion, or Action 
of Bodies, gently or violently impressing the Extremities or Sides of the Nerves, of 
the Skin.’110 Biologically speaking, Cheyne’s definition is correct (if not precise),111 
however touch is much more than this. Touch is the first sense to develop in the 
womb as well as being our initial means of comprehending and communicating, 
preceding both sight and speech.112 Of the five forms of sensory perception, touch is 
arguably the only sense in constant use. It is also very difficult, albeit not impossible, 
to impair. Indeed, in instances where visual and auditory perception are both absent, 
touch is often relied upon as a substitute guide. Touch is, in essence, crucial to 
navigating and experiencing the physical world. Conceptions of tactile sensation 
underwent considerable transformation during the eighteenth century, and while it 
is possible to trace certain major narratives within medicine and philosophy, it is 
difficult to form a consistent picture of the cutaneous sense within the broader 
cultural milieu. 
In Inscribing the Other (1991), Sander L. Gilman remarks that touch is often 
considered the lowest of the senses, a point of view that sustains his study of the 
erotic touch.113 The association of touch with animalistic corporeality is nothing new. 
In fact, it is characteristic of the Platonic framework in which touch (along with taste) 
are viewed as gross, lower senses and frequently envisioned in terms that are 
pornographic and libidinal. This understanding of touch retained its currency 
throughout the early modern period and, consequently, erotic tactile imagery is 
fairly ubiquitous in popular eighteenth-century depictions of touch, especially 
cartoons. Base erotic touching is repeatedly exploited for comic effect by Thomas 
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Rowlandson, for instance. In 1811 he published ‘Touch for Touch, or a Female 
Physician in Full Practice’ which depicts a prostitute and her client brushing 
fingertips as he pays her; the prostitute’s sexual touch is ironically equated with the 
physician’s curative one. Perhaps the most pertinent of Rowlandson’s images, to 
those interested in the novel, are those that exploit the meaning of the man of 
feeling, as is the case with ‘The Man of Feeling’ (1788) and ‘A Man of Feeling’ (1811). 
In the former, a parson fondles a young woman’s breast; in the latter a lascivious 
college don supports a woman on his lap by grasping her bottom. Men of feeling, 
such as Laurence Sterne’s Yorick or Henry Mackenzie’s Harley, carefully negotiate 
the line between emotional and corporeal feeling in order to avoid, to use Deborah 
Needleman’s phrase, ‘slipping into gross and undignified corporeal sensualism.’114 
However, where Yorick and Harley prevaricate and pivot along this tantalisingly 
narrow line, Rowlandson’s characters are far less subtle. They upset the spiritual and 
intellectual dignity of their respective professions by bringing the erotic subtext that 
pervades the language of sensibility to the surface. In representing them in this light, 
Rowlandson, quite gleefully, offers a parodic portrait of sensibility in which the man 
of feeling features as little more than a sexual opportunist. 
On the other end of the spectrum touching was elevated to divine status; and 
the monarch’s hand was believed to possess spiritual and healing qualities. The 
‘laying on of the hands’ has a long and diverse history that transcends different 
cultural and religious contexts. In the English tradition the Royal Touch was believed 
to cure scrofula, or the King’s Evil. While scientific voices were generally critical of 
this method, lay people were largely convinced of its legitimacy well into the 
eighteenth century. And, although William III left off the practice on the grounds 
that it was superstitious, with inexorable ties to the Catholic line he had usurped, 
Queen Anne reinstated the practice in November 1702 and continued to touch the 
sick throughout her reign.115 Her decision to do so was greeted with approval by the 
general population and ‘great multitudes’ of scrofulitic people visited London in the 
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hopes of receiving her healing touch.116 One of the afflicted was the infant Samuel 
Johnson, whose mother brought him before the Queen. When asked by Hester 
Thrale Piozzi if he had any memories of the ceremony he is purported to have 
replied, ‘a confused, but somehow sort of solemn, recollection of a lady in diamonds, 
and a long black hood.’ 117  These details are especially interesting when 
contextualised by the recent research of historian Stephen Brogan who has 
suggested that the ceremony was greatly simplified during Anne’s reign.118 It is 
possible, then, that, rather than offering an accurate picture of the event, Johnson’s 
recollection of stately ceremony and splendour reflects popular impressions of the 
ceremony, which in turn indicates that a culture of reverence surrounded it, in spite 
of scientific contempt. After Anne’s death, when the practice once again ceased in 
England (the Lutheran George I disavowed the practice), believers travelled as far as 
Italy and France in order to seek out the Pretender’s touch.  
Echoes of contempt can be heard in James Boswell’s account of the same 
event from Johnson’s childhood. He writes, 
His mother, yielding to the superstitious notion, which it is wonderful to think, 
prevailed so long in this country, as to the virtue of the regal touch; a notion, 
which our kings encouraged, and to which a man of such enquiry and such 
judgement as Carte could give credit; carried him to London, where he was 
actually touched by Queen Anne.119 
Boswell’s incredulity towards this ‘superstitious notion’ is in keeping with the 
scientific consensus, although there were voices of dissent among members of the 
medical and intellectual communities. Boswell hints as much with his reference to 
historian Thomas Carte. Carte published his General History of England between 
1747 and 1755. The first volume contains an anecdotal footnote that appears to 
champion the efficacy of the Pretender’s touch.120 To hint at this, just two years after 
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the Jacobite uprising of 1745, left Carte on perilous ground. The anecdote’s 
perceived Jacobite sentiments had severe consequences for Carte, ultimately leading 
to loss of patronage.121 For certain factions of the population the efficacy, or 
otherwise, of the Royal Touch signified the legitimacy of the monarch themselves, 
and the Pretender’s alleged capacity to cure those who sought him was a rallying 
point for Jacobites.  
The cultural rituals, narratives, and myths that the act of touching generates 
indicate that touch itself is rich with nuance, its status often equivocal. This makes it, 
arguably, the most complex of the five senses, especially in terms of 
representation.122 Because of this, Gilman is critical of approaches to sensory study 
that emphasise the biology of touch at the expense of its cultural representation.123 
However, in positioning these categories as dichotomies, Gilman risks implying that 
the biological reality of touch has itself been consistently recognised as a fixed truth, 
rather than a scientific narrative that has been contested and revised over time.124 
The sensationist debate is typically traced to the Classical world, with the brain and 
heart variously vying for the title ‘sensorium commune,’ Plato being an advocate of 
the former, Aristotle the latter.125 Aristotle’s theory prevailed, and for a considerable 
period the heart became the ‘Acropolis of the body,’ which is to say, ‘the site of all 
those powers [sensation, emotion, and intellect] which constitute the vital principle 
of the soul.’126 Aristotle was also one of the earliest writers to point out that touch 
(physical sensibility) distinguished animals from plants and minerals. In his words, 
‘[plants] live without having sensation, and it is by sensation that we distinguish 
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animal from what is not animal.’127 Aristotle’s essential criteria had a significant 
influence over eighteenth-century biological classification. In 1799 co-founder of the 
Bath Philosophical Society Edmund Rack discovered, ‘an animal of a species [of] 
which [n]either a drawing [n]or description [could be found] in any author who has 
written on natural history.’128 In a letter to the physician John Coakley Lettsom, Rack 
describes mistaking the animal for an ‘aquatic plant,’ but ‘because it was alive and 
vigorous more than a week [after the discovery],’ he reasoned that it must be an 
animal.129 He then goes on to say, 
The smallest touch in moving the animal I found displaced or broke off some 
of the finer fibres. I could not find any appearance of a mouth or distension 
of the gelatinous parts, as is usual in other species of the Polype, nor any 
febrillae at the extremities. In everything it had the appearance of a 
vegetable, except its frequent and vigorous motion.130 
Like Aristotle before him, Rack considers touch (both sensitivity to being touched 
and the proprioceptive quality of motion) to be a ‘key factor in his grading of living 
things.’131 In fact, it is only upon observing sensitivity and movement in his animal, 
that Rack is able to confidently dispel the ambiguities between aquatic plants and 
simple animals. According to this taxonomy, as life forms become more complex, so 
too does their experience of touch. Aristotle writes,  
For an animal is by our definition something that has sensibility, and chief of 
all that has the primary sensibility which is that of Touch, and it is the flesh 
which is the organ of this sense. 
 […] 
The flesh of man is softer than that of any other animal, the reason for this 
being that of all animals man has the most delicate sense of touch.132  
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However, neither Aristotle’s belief that the heart was the seat of the soul, nor the 
skin the organ of touch remained stable knowledge.133 I will return to the issue of 
the sensorium commune as part of a more sustained discussion of sensibility in the 
following section, but for now I will continue to trace the shifting narrative of touch’s 
physiology, and specifically the question of its bodily location. In the study Sensible 
Flesh (which focuses on feeling during the Renaissance), Elizabeth D. Harvey points 
out that touch was once treated as a disembodied sense. She writes, ‘the identifying 
feature of tactility in the early modern period is precisely its resistance to being 
identified with a single organ.’134 It was not until Cowper’s study of the skin’s 
anatomy (in the late seventeenth century) that the notion of touch as the ‘cutaneous 
sense’ returned to prominence and general endorsement. Echoing Aristotle (in De 
Partibus Animalium), Cowper’s Anatomy identifies the skin as the primary conduit of 
physical sensation, arguing that, ‘The Sense of Feeling is Extended thro’ the whole 
Body, except some few Parts, as the Bones, Cartilages, &c. but chiefly Resides in the 
True Skin.’135 And Turner, again drawing on Cowper’s work, affirmed that tactile 
sensation is the skin’s primary function, writing, 
Its chiefest Uses are to be the Medium of touch…The Cutis, or true Skin, is 
likewise a very large Membrane….It is framed to be the Organ of the outward 
Touch, (more particularly manifest in the tops of the Fingers)…. A farther Use 
of this Part, according to Hippocrates and Galen, is, that it may be made an 
Index or Criterion of the Temperament or Constitution …136  
From this point onwards, it was no longer disputed that skin was the organ of tactile 
sensation. Inevitably, as understanding of the physiology of touch shifted so too did 
cultural fantasies pertaining to it. Above all, the localisation of touch emphasised 
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that touch was an ‘immediate’ sense.137 Cowper writes, ‘The Five External Senses, 
are so many differing Species of Perception from the Applications of Bodies to their 
several Organs; either Immediate, as in Feeling and Tasting; or thro a Proper Medium, 
as in Smelling, Hearing, and Seeing.’138  
Accepting that touch ‘resides’ in the skin led to the recognition that tactile 
sensation was dependent upon physical proximity. This idea is present in the 
following description of touch from The Spectator, ‘[touch] is very much streightned 
and confined in its Operations, to the number, bulk, and distance of its particular 
Objects.’ 139  Clearly, touch requires contact and is therefore always physically 
intimate. This experience can be pleasant, even sensual, however it also poses a 
range of serious threats such as contamination, infection, or bodily harm in the form 
of cuts, bruises, and wounds. The sexual touch, in particular, was stigmatised 
irrevocably by the arrival of syphilis in Europe, and by the eighteenth-century the 
great and small pox, amongst other distempers associated with overcrowding and 
proximity (namely, gaol fever), resulted in skin-to-skin contact becoming widely 
recognised as one of the principal causes behind the spread of disease.140 This is 
audible when George Cheyne berates those who take pleasure in urban living for 
their reckless ‘Humour of living in great, populous, and consequently unhealthy 
Towns.’141 Ultimately the fashionably irresponsible habits of his contemporaries 
occasioned, ‘more terrible Symptoms … [to arise], till they have come at last to such 
a Degree of Malignity, as to infect and contaminate by mere Touch or Contact.’142 
The realisation that disease could be communicated through an infected person’s 
touch triggered a recalibration and reorganisation of physical interactions.  
In other arenas touch was an avenue to knowledge, the haptic process 
through which the real and unreal, tangible and spectral were discerned and 
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disentangled. The relationship between touch and knowledge has its origins in the 
story of ‘Doubting Thomas,’ the disciple who was incredulous upon Christ’s 
resurrection until he touched the wounds for himself. Touching Christ’s wounds 
provided Thomas with proof, and ultimately served as the inspiration for Thomas 
Fuller’s composition of the adage: ‘seeing is believing, but feeling is the truth.’143 The 
story of Thomas is replicated in the travel writing of Phillip Thicknesse, though in a 
vastly different context. Upon viewing an anatomical Venus Thicknesse observes,  
The external form of this figure, which is something smaller than life, is made 
of wax; the breast is laid open, the lungs, the liver, gall-bladder, heart, 
intestines, are all composed of materials so exactly resembling nature, that 
nothing can convince you to the contrary but touching them.144  
The anatomical Venus was a late eighteenth-century phenomenon that began in 
Italy and steadily dispersed throughout Europe.145 The artist’s simulation is so 
convincing that it is only by reaching out and touching the Venus that Thicknesse is 
able to break the illusion. The spectator must touch in order to perceive the truth. 
Here, at least, sight is supplanted by the comparatively low sense of touch and the 
sensory hierarchy that positions sight as the highest and noblest of the senses is, if 
not inverted, momentarily destablised.  
The question of which sense, sight or touch, had the ‘quickest commerce 
with the soul’ was central to empiricist debates of the period.146 Contemporary 
genealogies of the senses, especially those with an eighteenth-century focus, often 
take the maxim ‘primacy of vision’ as evidence that sight maintained an unassailable 
position at the top of the sensory hierarchy. In truth the organisation of the senses 
was a lot messier than this arrangement allows. This messiness is perhaps best 
modelled by Aristotle’s thinking. The status of touch in the schematic posed by De 
Partibus Animalium and De Sensu (c.350 BC) is fundamentally paradoxical. The 
primacy of touch that emerges in the former has already been noted here, however 
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in De Sensu, Aristotle suggests that touch was the basest of the senses.147 For 
Aristotle, and the thinkers that he influenced, touch is simultaneously; indispensible, 
transportive, and vile.  
Sight and touch have always been intertwined. H.H. Price summarises this 
dynamic when he writes, ‘a being who possesses either sight or touch, even though 
not both, has the means of becoming aware of the material world…. Thus the theory 
of knowledge, so far as it is concerned with sense-experience, is primarily a theory of 
sight and touch.’148 It is, put simply, far more realistic to consider sight and touch as 
participants in a complex and fluctuating partnership, than as securely positioned 
opposites on the sensory echelon. This is especially true of the eighteenth century as, 
‘a radically new interpretation [was] given to touch.’149  This new perspective 
emerged in response to philosophical debates about blindness and was largely 
animated by ‘Molyneux’s question.’ 150  John Locke’s Essay Concerning Human 
Understanding (1689) is the original source for the dissemination of this problem 
(which Molyneaux had posed in a letter), and his answer cast a long shadow over 
subsequent responses. Locke reproduces the question as follows,  
‘Suppose a man born blind, and now adult, and taught by his touch to 
distinguish between a cube, and a sphere of the same metal, and nighly of 
the same bigness, so as to tell, when he felt one and t’other, which is the 
cube, which the sphere. Suppose then the cube and sphere placed on a table, 
and the blind man to be made to see: Quære, whether by his sight, before he 
touched them, he could distinguish, and tell, which is the globe, which the 
cube.’151 
Molyneux asks if a person would be able to translate the knowledge that they had 
acquired by touch into their newly acquired sense of sight. He answered his question 
                                                             
147 Mark Paterson, The Senses of Touch, p.7 and pp.16-18.  
148 H.H. Price, ‘Touch and Organic Sensation’, Proceedings of the Aristotelian Society, New Series, 44, 
(1943-4), p.i. 
149 Edith Wyschogrod, ‘Empathy and Sympathy as Tactile Encounter’, The Journal of Medicine and 
Philosophy, Number 6, (1981), p.34. 
150 Ibid, p.34. See also, Michael J. Morgan, Molyneux’s Question, Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 1977. Morgan’s study is indispensible an understanding of this debate, for a detailed 
background to Molyneux’s question see, pp.5-15.  
151 John Locke, An Essay Concerning Human Understanding, London: Penguin, 1997, p.144.  
 53 
in the negative, 
‘For though he has obtained the experience of how a globe, how a cube 
affects his touch, yet he has not yet obtained the experience, that what 
affects his touch so and so, must affect his sight so and so; or that a 
protuberant angle in the cube, that pressed his hand unequally, shall appear 
to his eye as it does in the cube.’152  
This response was echoed by Locke. The question itself was speculated upon for 
decades amongst philosophers; however it was not until Denis Diderot contributed  
to the debate in the mid-century that a blind person was included in the discussion, 
and it is likely for this reason that Diderot’s answer diverges quite sharply from that 
of his predecessors.153 In his Letter on the Blind (1749), Diderot writes about a visit 
he had made to a blind man in Puiseaux, ‘a man of good sense, [who was] 
acquainted with some chemistry.’154 In spite of the tone of pity with which Diderot 
begins both his visit and his letter (How much they miss!155), he soon concedes a firm 
recognition of the blind man’s philosophical edge. Upon being asked ‘if he would like 
to have sight,’ the man replies,  
‘If I could get the better of my curiosity…I would sooner have long arms: they 
would tell me better what was happening on the moon than your eyes or 
telescopes; and then again, the eyes age more quickly than the sense of 
touch. You would be serving me better by perfecting the organ that I have 
than by supplying me with what I lack.’156 
The blind man’s reasoning impresses Diderot, and he ultimately concludes, ‘…of all 
the senses, the eye was the most superficial…touch the most profound and 
philosophical.’157 In this context, the fingertips serve as a synecdoche for the 
cutaneous sense as a whole and, more expressly, the blind man’s fingers enable him 
to ‘see with his hands.’ This analogy can be traced to Descarte’s Dioptrique (1637), 
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however it assumed a new relevance in the eighteenth century. Moving on from a 
merely symbolic parallel, the work of anatomists made it clear that the nerve ending 
in the fingertips rendered the skin here extremely sensitive. In light of this new 
medical knowledge, the wider population increasingly came to realise that 
cutaneous sensation is what enables blind and sighted alike to glean practical and 
aesthetic knowledge about the physical world.158  
The idea that perception of the physical world was contingent upon physical 
sensation was radically promoted by George Berkeley in his New Theory of Vision 
(1709). Berkeley’s argument follows the established empiricist position, in that he 
regards the senses as distinctly formed and specific in their function, however he 
also elaborates upon the theory by positing that space, shape, and distance are ‘not 
visual but haptic.’159 In Berkeley’s own words,  
Having of a long time, experienced certain Ideas, perceivable by Touch, as 
Distance, Tangible Figure, and Solidity to have been connected with certain 
Ideas of Sight, I do upon perceiving these Ideas of Sight, forthwith conclude 
what Tangible Ideas are, by the wonted, ordinary course of Nature like to 
follow. Looking at an Object I perceive a certain Visible Figure, and Colour 
with some degree of Faintness and other Circumstances; which, from what I 
have formerly observ’d, determin me to think, that if I advance forward so 
many Paces, Miles, &c. I shall be affected with such, and such Ideas  of Touch. 
So that in truth, and strictness of Speech, I neither see Distance it self, nor 
anything that I take to be at a Distance.160 
Berkeley’s framework proposes that vision is key to our apprehension of colour and 
light, and correspondingly, he aligns space and distance with the sense of touch. 
Paterson points out that such a framework does not concede the possibility of ‘visual 
space.’161 For Berkeley, touch is not only crucial to understanding the objects that 
                                                             
158 John Locke, Essay, p.144. 
159 Mark Paterson, The Senses of Touch, p.41.  
160 George Berkeley, An Essay Towards a New Theory of Vision, 2nd edition, Dublin: printed by Aaron 
Rhames, 1709, pp.49-50. 
161 Mark Paterson, The Senses of Touch, p.41.  
 55 
comprise the physical world, it is also key to navigating the area between and 
around these objects; in short, spatiality becomes a purely tactile phenomenon.  
 ‘THE ORGAN OF SENSIBILITY’  
Sixty years ago, in ‘Towards Defining and Age of Sensibility,’ Northrop Frye wrote, 
‘the period of English literature which covers roughly the second half of the 
eighteenth century is one which has always suffered from not having a clear 
historical or functional label applied to it. I call it here the age of sensibility, which is 
not intended to be anything but a label.’162 But sensibility itself has always been 
more than this. An irrepressibly polysemic term, its meaning shifted in overt and 
subtle ways throughout the eighteenth century and across the contexts in which it 
was being used.  Its most pronounced evolution, as John Mullan points out, occurred 
early in the eighteenth century. In this period the term began to communicate the 
outward display of acute emotional experience, whereas it had previously signified 
physical sensitivity.163  Similarly, before the eighteenth century, the verb ‘to feel’ 
referred almost exclusively to physical sensation; however over the course of this 
period a shift occurred and the meaning of feeling was extended to include 
emotional and spiritual experience. Jablonski engages with these overlaps when she 
catalogues the varied ways in which the word touch is deployed. As she puts it, ‘the 
importance of touch in human affairs is reflected in our language; notice how we use 
the word in common figures of speech…. When someone or something stirs our 
emotions, we exclaim, ‘“How touching!” or humbly state, “I am touched.”’164 
Touching, along with feeling and sensibility itself, involves a doubleness of meaning 
between physical and emotive possibility.  
Benthien describes the skin as the ‘organ of sensibility.’165 Although her work 
does not concentrate on the eighteenth century, her chapter on the ‘cutaneous 
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sense’ cannot help but notice this century’s significance in merging association, to 
the point of conflation, of feelings with feeling. Not only are the signs of emotional 
experience often displayed, that is to say made visible to others, on the skin (as with 
blushing and goose bumps); the skin is also where feeling’s physical incarnation is 
registered, which principally affects the individual’s experience of sensibility (as with 
the heat of arousal or embarrassment and the tingling of fear). Rather than 
displacing earlier physiological meaning, this appropriation created a link between 
physical and emotional experience and illuminated the feeling individual’s capacity 
to experience and prioritise the ephemeral world of feeling and sentiment. As Ann 
Jessie Van Sant points out, ‘The idea of sensibility presses the definition of 
experience towards its touch-based origin.’166  
Van Sant also affirms that the ‘issue of definition’ is an inescapable problem 
for scholars interested in the way that eighteenth-century novels engage with the 
phenomenon of sensibility. She posits that the burden of defining sensibility 
preoccupied eighteenth-century writers just as much as it intrigues contemporary 
critics.167 It would appear, then, that defining sensibility has always been (and will 
always be) a difficult task, due, in part, to the fact that the language available when 
discussing emotion is notoriously slippery, and further complicated by the task of 
tracing the origins of sensibility, which, as we have already observed, is complex 
even at an etymological level. It is therefore worth briefly considering a range of 
definitions that have been offered by contemporary theorists in order to establish a 
vocabulary that will be useful to subsequent analysis.  
Van Sant traces the development of the term sensibility through 
corresponding language and synonym (delicacy, vibration, sentimental, nerves) and 
arrives at the following conclusion;  
Sensibility … though based in sensation and neural function, absorbs other 
physiological concepts and terms, making the project of definition very 
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complex. It is further complex because sensibility concerns both perceptual 
capacity and affective life as well as the physiologies that underlie them.168 
This premise comprehends some of the standard precepts that have been advanced 
by major sensibility studies published during the latter half of the twentieth-century: 
sensibility reveals (or perhaps encourages) nervous susceptibility, medical theories 
and physiological realities of the body helped to shape cultural experiences of 
embodiment, and sensibility blurs the line between emotional/metaphysical and 
corporeal/physical sensation and sensitivity. The nervous basis of sensibility has 
been widely discussed. In the influential Sensibility: An Introduction (1986), Janet 
Todd describes sensibility as ‘an innate sensitiveness or susceptibility.’169 Todd 
continues her characterisation in light of a 1797 definition (‘a nice and delicate 
perception of pleasure or pain, beauty or deformity’ which ‘seems to depend upon 
the organization of the nervous system’), suggesting that this nervous element 
rendered sensibility a physical experience that ‘[turned] easily to illness.’170 In 
pointing to the link between sensibility and nervous physiology, Todd engages with 
established critical tradition. At the third David Nichol Smith Seminar (1973), G.S. 
Rousseau presented a paper entitled ‘Nerves, Spirits, and Fibres: Towards Defining 
the Origins of Sensibility,’ in which he declared, ‘no novel of sensibility could appear 
until a revolution in knowledge concerning the brain, and consequently its slaves, 
the nerves, had occurred.’171 This is true, but I would add that novel from this period 
could not be sustained without reference to the tactile sensations aroused by the 
skin. 
‘THE NOVEL IS FULL OF THE RAPTURE OF EPIDERMAL RUPTURE’172 
This is how Steven Conner describes Salman Rushdie’s novel The Ground Beneath 
Her Feet (1999). I would argue that the novels considered in this thesis share this 
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preoccupation, though their interest is not always as enthusiastic as ‘rapture’ 
connotes. They are, nevertheless, animated by the transports, metamorphoses, and 
ruptures that belong to epidermal habitation. Additionally, this thesis claims that 
novels, especially those that are in conversation with ‘sensibility,’ may be 
productively read in light of medical, paramedical, and scientific perspectives of skin. 
Each chapter is organised along a basic thematic line: touch, porousness, markings, 
and anomaly. Organising this thesis into chapters has been a fraught process; the 
convention of the chapter imposes a boundary between these terms that does not 
necessarily exist in life. This has been most acutely felt when pairing chapter and 
novel and noticing multiple instances of overlap and contradiction (both between 
and within texts) that resist neat separation. Four of the seven novels, for instance, 
contain explicit and extended discussions of communicable diseases, and six 
moralise on the use of cosmetics and clothing to adorn the skin and obscure its 
physiognomic disclosures.  
Chapter 1 considers the influence that sympathy, sensibility, and ‘solidity’ 
had over male authorship and relationship during the eighteenth century. Bearing 
these terms in mind, while also being alert to the ways in which the distinction 
between them is always unstable, this chapter argues that the pleasure/pain binary 
underpins both emotional and physical experiences of sensibility. Sympathy requires 
the temporary suspension of individualism in order to enter into the emotions, often 
painful, of others. The ‘man of feeling’ is time and time again shown to derive 
pleasure from such interactions, so that the sympathetic process effectively converts 
another’s emotional pain into personal (sadistic) pleasure. In a similar way, touch, 
especially when it is violent, is motivated by a desire to breach or open the skin in 
order to disrupt the border between self and other. Tactile sensation draws 
attention to the limits of the self and, in certain circumstances, transgresses those 
limits. This phenomenon is rendered uncomfortable, often intensely so, when touch 
is deliberately violent, or when one is sensitive to touch. With this in mind, the 
chapter focuses on the violent touches meted out and experienced by men. This 
discussion is supported by a close reading of Tobias Smollett’s The Expedition of 
Humphry Clinker (1771) that interprets the novel as a defence of Smollett’s 
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reputation (after it had been critiqued by Phillip Thicknesse and Laurence Sterne), 
and notices, in particular, that Smollett frequently deploys images of skin that are in 
turn comic and graphic, along with representation of tactile sensation, to sustain its 
satire and secure a posthumous legacy for its author. It is a contention of this 
chapter that Smollett was deeply preoccupied with his authorial reputation and 
legacy and that these concerns characterise the private correspondence towards the 
end of his life as well as taking up considerable thematic space in his final novel. 
Chapter 2 considers the social function of the ‘pox’ as moderator of class 
relationships in England during the first half of the eighteenth century. This chapter 
takes into account the ways in which the ‘communicability’ of the great pox (syphilis) 
and small pox (variole) was expended by authors to crystallise social interaction and 
tension along class lines, ultimately casting sailors and prostitutes as vectors of 
disease. The chapter begins by examining the representation of syphilis and small 
pox in the medical tradition, focusing specifically on the speculated origins of these 
diseases (the practice of ‘nation blaming’), before shifting its attention to the advent 
of maritime quarantine, introduced to England by Richard Mead in his Short 
Discourse Concerning Pestilential Contagion (1720). By foregrounding medical 
writing on contagion through skin contact, I suggest that pornographic texts such as 
The Memoirs of a Woman of Pleasure (Fanny Hill) (1749) had an interventionist 
function. This novel is often charged with sanitising the true horrors of sex work in 
this period. In this chapter I propose that if we take the time to appreciate the way 
infectious cutaneous disorders were believed to operate and spread we can 
recognise the moments in which Fanny Hill not only alludes to disease, but invokes it 
for structural and thematic purposes. In proposing this, I am challenging the 
dominant interpretation that the problematic realities of eighteenth-century 
prostitution, especially pregnancy and disease, are subordinated to the narrative’s 
greater interest in erotic pleasure. 
Drawing on the theory of maternal impressions, Chapter 3 considers the 
ways in which the female imagination was believed to mark the skin. However, 
rather than focussing on birthmarks or disfigurement explicitly, this chapter 
proposes that the currency of this theory influenced the way maternal relationships 
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were viewed more broadly. It argues that the mother’s capacity to shape, mark, and 
impress her mind upon her progeny (both human and text) was a centrepiece of 
eighteenth-century debate that linked questions of maternity with women writers. 
Taking Montagu as a presiding model of maternal authority and intellect, this 
chapter suggests that the critical envy which she incurred as a result of these more 
cerebral aspects of her persona were distilled into satires against the appearance of 
her surface. Montagu figured as a gorgon figure in the eighteenth-century male 
imagination (Swift, Pope, and Horace Walpole certainly saw her in this way) and the 
example of her reputation inflects the depiction of the complex maternal characters 
that are represented in Frances Burney’s Evelina (1778) and Maria Edgeworth’s 
Belinda (1801). 
Chapter 4 draws on disability, gender, and critical race theories in order to 
discuss anomalous complexions in two seemingly analogous texts: Burney’s Camilla, 
a five-volume tome that was hugely popular when first published and has become a 
fixture in studies of the ‘domestic novel,’ and The Woman of Colour, A Tale (1808), a 
relatively short narrative that was published anonymously and has subsequently 
received little critical attention. These novels, which feature heiresses whose skins 
are marked by scarring and blackness respectively, are read in concert in order to 
assess the impact of disfigurement and defect upon the novel form. This chapter 
resists conflating scarring and skin colour; rather its project is noticing two 
remarkably similar instances of paternal intervention that seek to mitigate perceived 
impairments, albeit clumsily, through strategic financial investment in their female 
dependants. By analysing the language and contexts that define certain bodies as a 
‘variation,’173 this chapter seeks to scrutinise the late eighteenth-century’s disability 
culture and emerging racial anxieties, noticing the intersections and overlaps in the 
way these categories were theorised and, crucially, the extent to which the heiress 
novel was tuned into these frameworks. 
A final note on the structure of this thesis: the four chapters roughly 
correspond to two broad ‘parts.’ Chapters 1 and 2 deal with skin as it is experienced 
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via tactility, sensibility, contact, and proximity. The texts considered in these 
chapters are forms of biographical fiction (fictional autobiography, whore biography, 
memoirs), and there is an implicit parallel between this mode of storytelling, which 
brings the subject into closer proximity with the reader, if only ostensibly, and 
cutaneous experiences of touch, penetration, and epidermal loss. Alternatively, 
chapters three and four move away from how skin feels, and focus instead on what 
skin looks like. Put differently, the latter chapters consider the processes and 
accidents that form and deform the skin’s appearance. The textual form examined 
here shifts accordingly, and these chapters are anchored around texts that 
constitute the ‘novel proper’; that is, post-Richardson narratives that centre upon 
feminine subjectivity.  
Over the course of the long eighteenth century, the medical establishment, 
colonial institutions, and general public were forever engaged in the collaborative 
anatomisation of the skin both literally and figuratively. This thesis sets about doing 
a similar thing. Each chapter dissects a section of the human skin in relation to the 
eighteenth century novel. While the thematic anchor of each chapter may seem odd 
or challenge an assumption about what comprises skin today, they were chosen to 
best reflect the understanding of skin during the eighteenth century. Equally, the 
organisation of material into different skin concepts is ubiquitous in skin theory. I am 
harnessing this model and using it as an approach to novel reading. Nevertheless, 
while writing this thesis I have attempted to smooth over and narrate each chapter 
so that they move harmoniously from one to the next (to conceal the blemishes, so 
to speak).  
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I 
TOUCH 
 
I will call [touch] the fundamental feeling, because it is at this play 
of the machine that animal life begins. It depends uniquely upon 
it … In fact we shall find that the statue can say “I” as soon as some 
change in its fundamental feeling occurs. Consequently the feeling 
and the “I” are in their origin the same thing…174 
In the introduction, I discussed Locke’s description of touch within the context of the 
five senses and, more broadly, the empiricist framework that his Essay proposes. The 
mode of touching that Locke refers to when he ponders Molyneux’s question is the 
active sort; when the blind man of Molyneux’s question reaches out in order to feel 
the cube and sphere he relies on ‘the outward Touch,’ which is ‘more particularly 
manifest in the tops of the Fingers.’175 Touch, however, is not always an active, 
outward gesture, and it is therefore important to consider other ways in which touch, 
rather than being deployed, is experienced. There is also a passive sensation of 
touch, which refers to the experience of being touched and, equally, to the 
experience of pressure and resistance between bodies during moments of skin 
contact. This latter sensation was referred to as ‘solidity’ during the eighteenth 
century.  Locke describes it as follows,  
The idea of solidity we receive by our touch; and it arises from the resistance 
which we find in body, to the entrance of any other body into the place it 
possesses, till it has left it. There is no idea, which we receive more constantly 
from sensation, than solidity […] in what posture soever we are, we always 
feel something under us.176  
Locke suggests that the awareness of an object or body against skin is translated into 
a type of existential knowledge, what might be thought of as ‘cutaneous self-
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perception.’177 This is differentiated from active touching, in which the fingertips 
serve as a synecdoche for tactile sensation as a whole, and denotes instead an 
awareness of the body’s limits that is determined through the experience of 
pressure and resistance of the cutaneous boundary. Sensation becomes diffused 
throughout the skin and thus encompasses the whole body.  
Locke’s conception of solidity seems to imagine the skin as hermetically 
sealed, an unyielding border, capable of insulating the self by, to use Nina Jablonski’s 
words, ‘providing a boundary layer between the body and the environment.’178 
Locke’s theory of solidity contrasts with the picture of the porous skin, intimating 
instead that skin has the capacity to resist ‘the entrance of any other body.’ Whether 
these bodies be human or some form of contagion (pestilence or emotion, perhaps) 
‘solidity’ promises, if only ostensibly, that the skin is a capable gatekeeper.179 Locke 
even concedes, ‘if anyone think it better to call it [solidity] impenetrability, he has my 
consent.’ 180  This ethos of solidity presents the reader with an impenetrable 
boundary-skin that secures the distinction between self and other. In many ways, 
this concept retained its currency throughout the eighteenth century and continues 
to do so today. Visions of a completely intact, secure skin are inherently reassuring 
and, by corollary, instances in which this is not the case are perceived as aberrations. 
When the skin is deliberately unsealed, in the case of piercing for instance, it is 
widely considered unnatural, especially when the piercing is located in an 
unconventional area or stretches the skin.181  In another context, wounds are 
described as being ‘open’ and must be sutured or covered over, and though medical 
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necessity may be the governing factor here, the averse psychological response to an 
open wound bespeaks our discomfort with the unsealed body.  
This discomfort is articulated across eighteenth-century medical and literary 
texts. ‘Concerning Wounds of the Skin,’ Daniel Turner writes,  
the divided Lips, are to be kept together by Bandage, or one of the Kinds of 
Suture, when a little Balsam Terebinth. assisting that of the Blood, 
agglutinates the Solution, which is called the Way of Healing by the first 
Intention: But if the Skin-deep Wound…will not thus unite, but rankles, as the 
common People express themselves, or festers, or if a Piece of the Skin be 
cut off, it is then to be treated as a simple Ulcer or Excoriation, bringing the 
Parts first to digest, and then drying it up into Cicatrix; for if it be so very 
superficial as to want only a new Cover, it cannot properly be said to need 
Incarnation.182  
Initially, Turner describes a shallow cut that the surgeon can respond to with basic 
interventions (bandage or suture). In this example, the wound responds to the 
surgeon’s initial touch and is, accordingly, not to be feared. However, he goes on to 
acknowledge that the cure is not always this simple, and here his writing registers 
the experience of the ‘common people,’ for whom the wound ‘rankles.’ In this 
context, ‘rankles’ designates a cutaneous corruption that festers slowly, threatening 
not just the skin’s integrity, but the boundary between living patient and rotting 
corpse. Like the resistance felt between skin and object that Locke describes, these 
examples of cutaneous distortion also draw attention to the edge of the self, only in 
these instances the boundary is violently breached, unravelling the primacy and 
security of the contained self. Turner’s discussion of wounds makes it clear that, 
while the enduring fantasy of the resistant skin is an understandable one (it is 
reassuring to believe the skin to be a protective layer) ultimately, it is a fantasy that 
is impossible to maintain.  
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SOLIDITY AND THE SELF 
Locke’s description, however, does not provide a complete picture of solidity. The 
concept was taken up, expanded, and ultimately given fresh orientation by his many 
successors. Berkeley, in keeping with his premise of tactile spatiality, argued that 
solidity was an exclusively tactile phenomenon: he writes, ‘there is no Solidity, no 
Resistance or Protrusion perceiv'd by Sight.’183 Solidity, then, in spite of Locke’s 
concession that it is similar to impenetrability, potentially weakens the containing 
boundary as it forces proximity and contact between bodies. Of even more 
significance than Berkeley, however, is Étienne Bonnot, Abbé de Condillac’s Treatise 
on the Sensations (1754). Much of Condillac’s philosophy was influenced by British 
empiricism, indeed, Voltaire considered his writing to be second only to Locke in this 
school.184 Geraldine Carr (the first contemporary scholar to offer a complete English 
translation of Condillac’s work) suggests that although his first publication, Essay on 
the Origin of Human Knowledge (1746), largely followed in Locke’s footsteps, the 
Treatise represents the first ‘finished and definitive exposition of his own 
theories,’185 in which he fundamentally differentiates his ideas from those of Locke, 
namely by proposing that sensation alone ‘characterizes [the] mind.’186 It is in this 
vein that he argues that touch is the ‘fundamental feeling’ upon which life ‘uniquely 
depends.’ 
Despite this significant departure from Locke (who argued that sensation 
needed to be united with reflection in order to fully inform the mind), an empiricist 
precedent is nevertheless an important foundation of the Treatise. Condillac’s 
opening statement, ‘We cannot recollect the ignorance in which we were born. It is a 
state which leaves no traces behind it,’187 indicates as much. With these words he 
gestures to the tabula rasa, that ‘white paper, void of all characters, without any 
ideas,’188 and famously goes on to interrogate this concept through the conceit of a 
statue slowly coming to life. The statue is endowed with each of the senses one by 
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one, of which the final sensation is touch.189 Through this experimental reasoning he 
arrives at the conclusion that, of all the senses, it is through the sensation of touch 
alone that we derive our knowledge of the physical world and, in turn, learn to 
distinguish between external objects and the ‘I’ that inhabits a solid frame. Thus 
Condillac describes solidity in the following way, 
As it continues to touch itself, everywhere the sensation of solidity will 
represent two things which exclude one another, and which at the same time 
are contiguous, and everywhere the same sentient being will reply from one 
to the other: this is myself, this is still myself!190 
Condillac affirms that solidity helps to distinguish between bodies, and goes on to 
suggest that it is through this process that the ‘self,’ constituted of the soul or mind, 
is formed. In his words, ‘the feeling and the “I” are in their origin the same thing.’ 
Solidity designates the skin as the absolute parameter of the body and it is through 
this sensation, namely by pressing a hand to its surface, that Condillac’s statue 
uncovers the scope of itself. This process of self-touching and cutaneous resistance 
‘alerts the statue to its own miraculous, triumphant existence, ‘this is myself, this is 
still myself!’ It is in these exclamatory moments that the statue experiences solidity 
as Locke presupposed it would; the self is perceived to be bounded, contained, and 
unified, while the problem of alterity is deferred. And yet, in the very same moment 
it realises that the ‘self’ is contained, its consciousness confined to only one body, 
the ecstasy of security is troubled by a feeling of limitation. As Condillac writes, 
‘when it comes to learn that it is something solid, it is, I imagine, much surprised not 
to find itself in all it touches.’191 Condillac further speculates (and this is where he 
complicates the discussion) that the surprise experienced upon learning of this 
containment quickly engenders anxiety: ‘from this surprise arises the anxiety to 
know where it is…it seizes hold of itself, and compares itself with the objects it 
touches.’192 The light touch that enables self-perception quickly becomes more 
urgent, even violent, suggesting that, for all the security promised by cutaneous 
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containment, the statue wrestles with some degree of claustrophobia and 
disorientation. This claustrophobia manifests in the desire to expand and transcend 
the boundary imposed by solidity, while the disorientation provokes an urgent quest 
for self-orientation, either in relation to or against the ‘objects’ that constitute the 
outside world. This tension between the desire for contained and secure selfhood, 
on the one hand, and unbounded presence, even migration of the self on the other, 
is a recurrent concern in the texts considered below. As such, the next three sections 
will examine foils to solidity and self-containment, beginning with psychoanalytic 
theory that views the skin as an inherently ‘fragile container,’ before moving onto 
close analysis of eighteenth-century prose (with an emphasis on the 
autobiographical and confessional modes) that is preoccupied with discussions of 
sympathy, ‘feeling’ (its multiple valances), and tactile sensation. These experiences 
necessarily disrupt containment by forcing the aloof self into emotional relation with 
another.  
THE SKIN EGO 
The crisis of self that may arise when the containing skin fantasy is disrupted 
underpins psychoanalytic theory. Since Sigmund Freud’s Beyond the Pleasure 
Principle (1920), in which he argues, ‘Protection against stimuli is an almost more 
important function for the living organism than reception of stimuli,’ 193 
psychoanalysis has consistently valued the skin for its ability to serve as a protective 
surface. Accordingly, when this layer is pierced, slit, or lifted away (flayed) one is 
struck by the possibility that the self might also unravel. In his analysis of Freud, Tony 
Thwaites contends that Freudian psychoanalysis, at its core, is about spilling out. In 
his words, ‘psychoanalysis talks about … something that spills over its apparent 
boundaries: what seems to be internal is already out there in the world, and 
whatever is external stands to be already there deep within.’194 Thwaites indicates 
that self and other exist in a state of finely tessellated omnipresence, a relationship 
in which they shape and are shaped by one another in turn. Destabilising the 
dichotomy between self and other, as Thwaites does, accords with the model of 
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subjectivity advanced by Elizabeth Grosz in Volatile Bodies (1994). In addition to 
self/other Grosz recognises a range of similar binaries (depth/surface, 
sense/sensibility) and she asks theorists (especially those devoted to the mind/body) 
to work towards an ‘understanding of embodied subjectivity, of psychical 
corporeality.’195 This recalibration of the mind/body binary as ‘non-dualist’ and ‘non-
deterministic’ is at odds with a Cartesian approach, and so, we might naturally 
assume, with eighteenth-century thought more broadly.196 However as Elizabeth D. 
Harvey and Roy Porter have indicated, the historical picture was much more 
complex than this assumption allows.197 Harvey suggests that although the advent of 
dissection and vivisection during the Renaissance implies a solidification of the 
inside/outside dichotomy, depictions of flayed bodies offer a more complicated 
picture of the body’s border. In her words, anatomical illustrations reveal, ‘a body 
that is both all surface and all inside.’198 Moreover, both Locke and (to a greater 
extent) Condillac allow for the body and mind to be wholly integrated and 
irreducible. Locke observes, ‘’tis not the idea of a thinking or rational being alone, 
that makes the idea of a man in most people’s sense; but of a body, so and so 
shaped, joined to it.’199 And Condillac suggests that, ‘… the self in place of being 
concentrated in the soul must become extended, must be spread out and repeated 
in some way in all the parts of its body.’200 Rather than upholding strict dichotomies, 
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the attitudes reflected here point to a complex, ever-shifting relationship between 
what constitutes the surface and what comprises depth and interiority.  
The work of Freud, Thwaites, and Grosz gestures to an important connection 
between the eighteenth-century concept of solidity and twentieth-century 
phenomenological and psychoanalytic skin theory. These frameworks, at the very 
least, offer a recent critical parallel to the empiricist philosophy already considered. 
However, it is also possible that the relationship goes further, in that the experience 
of selfhood as ventriloquized by Condillac’s statue anticipates modern definitions so 
closely it may be read as a direct forbear of contemporary theories of the self. (Locke 
himself is often acknowledged as the ‘unchallenged father of modern identity 
theory.’201) Before exploring the relationship between eighteenth-century notions of 
solidity and contemporary skin theory further, it is worth establishing recent notions 
of selfhood more precisely. Dror Wahrman proposes that the self is, ‘characterized 
by psychological depth, or interiority … the bedrock of unique, expressive 
individuality.’202 Clifford Geertz refers to ‘a bounded, unique … cognitive universe, a 
dynamic center of awareness, emotion, judgment, and action, organized into a 
distinctive whole and set contrastively against other such wholes.’203 We should take 
the time to underscore Geertz’s use of the words ‘bounded’ and ‘whole,’ for not only 
do they echo eighteenth-century descriptions of solidity, they propose a version of 
the self that is unique and distinctive. On this note, Wahrman makes a useful 
distinction between personal identity and categories of identity.204 The former 
privileges individualism over identities that are predicated upon membership 
(intentionally or via conscription) of a broader group, and it is this individualised 
‘personal identity’ that Locke discusses at length. He writes,  
… by this [our present sensations and perceptions] everyone is to himself that 
which he calls self … For since consciousness always accompanies thinking, 
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and ’tis that that makes everyone to be called what he calls self; and thereby 
distinguishes himself from all other thinking things; in this alone consists 
personal identity … 205 
Stephen Greenblatt has persuasively argued that, since the Renaissance, there has 
been an increased emphasis placed upon the individual and this, in turn, ignited the 
process of ‘self-fashioning.’ Greenblatt defines this as the method by which a 
person(a) invents a ‘physical form.’206  Put into the terms of this thesis, self-
fashioning might be equated with a fleshing out of the self, by which I mean 
inscribing the skin so that it better represents personal identity to a society of 
spectators. This process of consciously projecting the self upon the skin occurs both 
literally with ink, paint, needles and so forth, as well as through acts of literary self-
production. In regard to the latter, the autobiography stands out as the ideal mode 
through which one might represent and confess a version of the self to the public.  
Self-fashioning encouraged heterogeneity and gave license to individuality, 
even eccentricity, especially amongst modish men of letters who resided in London 
and other fashionable hubs (Bath, Tunbridge Wells, Paris). In fact, it could be said 
that the prerogative of absolute individual expression could only truly be cultivated 
by men for whom markers of alterity, specifically skin that was racialised or 
disfigured in some way, were absent.207 Identities that are formed or altered as a 
result of such predetermined factors are the focus of later chapters, but for now, I 
am primarily interested in the formation of eccentric selves, particularly those 
cultivated by European male authors. With that said, it is worth making one final 
point in response to Geertz’s assertion that the self is ‘organized into a distinctive 
whole and set contrastively against other such wholes.’ The inverse of a whole self is 
a fragmented one and this, arguably, presumes some kind of trauma. This chapter, 
contrarily, considers male novelists who revel in their articulation of cutaneous 
disarticulation: more precisely, they take up the guise of the tender, flayed, 
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anatomised body in order to cultivate an authorial persona and reputation that 
resists containment, that is migratory, that has an afterlife.  
With these definitions of self and identity in place, I want to turn to the title 
of this section. The term ‘skin ego’ is borrowed from a seminal psychoanalytic work 
on the relationship between skin and self, Didier Anzieu’s The Skin Ego (1985). This 
work is, at least in part, a response to Freud who, Anzieu argues, implicitly locates 
the unconscious within the body.208 Anzieu’s reading of Freud is anchored by a 
remark made by the latter in The Ego and the Id (1923); ‘the ego is ultimately 
derived from bodily sensations, chiefly from those springing from the surface of the 
body.’209 Anzieu argues that the skin and self are inextricable as the skin is a 
fundamental component ‘of the mind’s structures and functions.’210 By aligning the 
mind with the skin (surface), Anzieu directly challenges the hegemony of interiority 
and depth. In his words, ‘since the Renaissance, Western thought has been obsessed 
with one epistemological notion: the idea that we acquire knowledge by breaking 
through an outer shell to reach an inner nucleus or kernel.’211 He further argues that 
the skin is a double surface (this would later be echoed by Harvey), meaning that the 
skin, ‘[has a] protective layer on the outside and, underneath it or in its orifices, 
another layer which collects information and filters exchanges.’212 This protective 
surface is theorised in terms of the development of the skin ego during infancy. 
Anzieu conjectures that a newborn has a limited sense of its corporeal limits, much 
like Condillac’s statue. During its earliest experience of tactile sensation, the infant 
assumes that its own sense of self must inhabit everything. Naturally, this feeling of 
omnipresence manifests most strongly in relation to the skin of its primary caregiver, 
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traditionally the mother. Anzieu terms this the phantasy of the ‘shared skin,’213 
which refers to the infant’s ‘[experience of] its own skin as phantasmatically fused 
with that of its caregiver.’214 Later, through self-touching and cutaneous perception, 
the baby gradually gains a sense of self and personal identity and as a result 
detaches or withdraws from the shared skin. Anzieu explains that at this stage ‘the 
common skin must be dispensed with, in the recognition that each of the two has 
their own skin and their own Ego –this cannot be achieved with resistance and 
pain.’215 Once again the parallels with Condillac’s statue are overt: the fantasy of the 
distended and unbound self breaks down and is thence sublimated into an individual 
skin container. To put it simply, this is the moment in which the infant realises it 
possesses its own unique skin that, at least in this moment, represents a bound 
enveloping structure that contains and distinguishes the self.  
Despite the fact that the skin’s enveloping structure enables the individual to 
imagine the skin as a containing boundary, it is a fragile one. As noted in the 
introduction, Anzieu likens the frailty of the skin ego to a sieve, ‘pitted with holes.’216 
Here, we might recall Pope’s critique of the Royal Society’s obsession with 
microscopes. He writes, ‘Or touch, if tremblingly alive all o’er, To smart and agonize 
at ev’ry pore?’217 This kind of intense preoccupation with the skin’s porousness and 
fragility is precisely what terrorises the inhabitants of Tobias Smollett’s novel worlds. 
In Peregrine Pickle (1751), for instance, an argument between husband and wife 
results in the following description of the latter, ‘her face gleamed with resentment, 
and every pore seemed to emit particles of flame.’218 In keeping with eighteenth-
century medical understanding of pores, Smollett depicts them as the evacuative 
passage through which strong passions escape or spill out. This image is repeated 
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and amplified in Smollett’s most obscure work, The History and Adventures of an 
Atom (1769), which contains the following description of a war hero (and parody of 
the Duke of Cumberland) nicknamed Fatzman,  
This accomplished prince was not only the greatest in his mind, but also the 
largest in his person of all the subjects of Japan…as he had more flesh, so he 
had more virtue than any other Japonese; more bowels, more humanity, 
more beneficence, more affability. He was undoubtedly, for a Fatzman, the 
most courteous, the most gallant, the most elegant, generous, and 
munificent…that ever adorned the court of Japan…Indeed his intellects were 
so extraordinary and extensive, that he seemed to sentimentize at every pore, 
and to have the faculty of thinking diffused over his frame, even to his fingers 
ends; or, as the Latins call it ad unguem: nay, so wonderful was his organical 
conformation, that, in the opinion of many Japonese philosophers, his whole 
body was enveloped in a kind of poultice of the brain, and that if he had lost 
his head in battle, the damage with regard to his power of reflection would 
have been scarce perceptible.219 
Smollett comically renders Fatzman’s ‘surface area’ so that an increase in the 
amount of skin equates to an increase in virtues ranging from the straightforward, 
‘humanity, beneficence, and affability,’ to the more slippery ‘bowels.’ This latter 
term has dual signification here as it exploits the instability between the scatological 
and sentimental (Smollett’s signature maneuver). Situated in this way, amongst a 
broad range of straightforward virtues, the Rabelaisian connotations of ‘bowels’ are 
momentarily suspended. Instead, the bowels to which Smollett refers are the 
internal organs that were believed to house tender feelings (typically the heart or 
breast). The OED informs us that this meaning is now more or less obsolete, however 
during the eighteenth century one, in effect, possessed two ‘bowels’ that were 
diametrically opposite in both dignity and anatomical position. The first, the heart, is 
located in the top half of the body and it was considered the seat of compassionate 
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feeling and sympathy. As Mikhail Bakhtin has famously theorised, the bodily strata 
corresponds to the conception of a ‘graded cosmos, divided into higher and lower 
worlds.’220 The sense of dignity is further sustained by lingering Aristotelian notions 
of the heart’s innate nobility (and status as the sensorium commune). Meanwhile, 
the second bowel was the evacuative tract of the digestive system, ‘low’ in every 
sense of the word. Far from being merely a crude pun, however, the slippage in 
terminology is manipulated so that the tender feelings that inhabit the deepest 
recesses of the feeling bowels (heart) are seized and brought to the surface. Feeling 
is quite literally (and grossly) evacuated, in Smollett’s own words, Fatzman 
‘sentimentize[s] at every pore.’  
In contrast to this overt parody of sensibility, in which sentimental feeling is 
clearly wrought upon and expelled from the surface, Smollett’s opinion regarding 
the relationship between the mind (soul) and the surface is slightly more ambivalent. 
His acknowledgement of the philosophers who would have the ‘whole 
body…enveloped in a kind of poultice of the brain,’ serves as a nod to the cultural 
phenomenon that G.S. Rousseau terms ‘brainomania.’221 He uses this term in 
reference to the ‘complex trinity of brain, mind and soul’ that preoccupied 
eighteenth-century scientific and philosophical discourse.222 Rousseau further argues 
that it was the paradigm shifting work of Thomas Willis (in the late seventeenth 
century) that reinvigorated the debate about consciousness and ‘beingness,’223 as 
Willis was ‘the first scientist to loudly and clearly posit that the seat of the soul [was] 
strictly limited to the brain.’224 By suggesting, then, that the brain envelops the 
whole body Smollett controverts Willis’s theory, choosing instead to follow the lead 
of later philosophers who expressed a degree of uncertainty about the soul’s 
location, with some going as far as to speculate about its very materiality. In 
particular, Smollett’s description of the brain as ‘the faculty of thinking diffused over 
[the entire] frame, even to [the] fingers ends’ is reminiscent of Condillac’s suggestion 
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that ‘the self … must become extended, must be spread out and repeated in some 
way in all the parts of its body.’ Even though Smollett’s work predates the discovery 
of the uniqueness of fingerprints (which did not come to scientific notice until 1788) 
he seems to anticipate this knowledge in an almost uncanny way when he draws a 
link between the mind and the ‘fingers ends.’  
The reasons for this become clearer when we look into the available medical 
record. As noted earlier, throughout the eighteenth-century the fingertips were 
recognised as being extra sensitive to external stimuli; however they were also 
considered to be expressive in and of themselves. This was, in a large part, due to 
Nehmiah Grew’s publication of ‘The Description and Use of the Pores in the Skin of 
the Hands and Feet,’ (discussed in the introduction) which not only provided a 
detailed description of the pores, but focalised its discussion around the palms and 
soles of the hands and feet. Grew writes the following about the relationship 
between the fingertips and the humoral expression,  
The Pores [of the fingertips] being thus made and secur’d, are a very 
convenient and open passage for the discharge of the more noxious and 
perspirable parts of the Blood. Which by the continual use of the Hands… are 
plentifully brought into them… [hence] many Hypochondriacal Men, and 
Hysterical Women, have almost a continual burning in the… Palms of their 
Hands...225 
In Grew’s argument the fingertips emerge as both locus of and gateway for intense 
feeling, and those who are especially sensitive (hypochondriacs and hysterics) are 
said to feel most strongly in this part of the body. Smollett’s depiction of Fatzman is 
likely informed by this idea. In typical Smollettian fashion, however, the ethos of a 
diffuse mind and soul is taken to absurdist extremes when he suggests that were 
Fatzman ‘[to lose] his head in battle, the damage with regard to his power of 
reflection would have been scarce perceptible.’ Nevertheless, beneath the overt 
facetiousness of this statement lies an engagement, perhaps even alignment, with 
the possibility of a skin ego. If the power of reflection and consciousness (both of 
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which are key to maintaining personal identity) are not confined to the brain, then 
one need not fear beheading. Moreover, contextualised within the bounds of 
eighteenth-century England’s burgeoning Empire, the hyperbolic example makes 
perfect sense. In the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries people feared beheading 
within England itself; the decapitated head of Charles I, in particular, haunted the 
collective consciousness. However, by the eighteenth century this fear had largely 
been displaced onto external enemies, namely, the Native peoples of the Americas 
and their practice of scalping and later (much closer to the homeland) the san-
culottes in France. It is the first group that the reader encounters in Smollett’s final 
novel The Expedition of Humphry Clinker, to which I will return later.226 Before 
offering a close reading of this text, however, it is important that we clarify the terms 
self and sensibility in relation to the discourse on sympathy that emerged around 
mid-century. 
MUTUAL FEELINGS 
Drawing together empiricist and psychoanalytic thought makes clear that the skin 
container has always been understood to be fragile. From this vantage point, we can 
begin to consider the ways in which tactile encounter and proximity were imagined 
to unseal the cutaneous border in eighteenth-century literary production. One way 
that Condillac’s statue, as well as the individuals of which it may be considered 
emblematic, could relieve the claustrophobia imposed by solidity was through a 
sympathetic act. Sympathy compels the individual, private self into mutual 
experience, which necessarily, as Catherine Gallagher observes, ‘unsettles the 
concept of a bounded, stable [self].’227 Wahrman later echoes Gallagher when he 
points out, ‘sympathy, as it was understood in the eighteenth century, militated 
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against a notion of a deep, well-bounded self.’228 A palpable skin-based intimacy 
occurs when emotions and feelings become, to use eighteenth-century parlance, 
‘transparent,’ that is to say, visible upon the surface of the body. During moments of 
sympathetic relation the skin becomes a connective tissue that bridges the divide 
between self and other. However, though sympathy offered a potentially desirable 
foil to solidity’s rigid containment, it did so within a culture that was, in many ways, 
defined by sensibility. In such a context sympathy was not merely an option, it was 
stressed as a social imperative, a fact that complicates a reading of sympathy as a 
purely liberating impulse.  
Arguably the most important texts on sympathy from this period are David 
Hume’s Treatise of Human Nature (1739) and Adam Smith’s Theory of Moral 
Sentiments (1759). The writing of these two philosophers not only shaped popular 
discourse around sympathy, it yoked together the concepts of self and sympathy so 
that the former could not be discussed without also taking the latter into 
consideration. That is to say, selfhood became increasingly understood as hinging 
upon connections with and perceptions of external stimuli and a wider social context. 
Hume writes that he encounters ‘[him]self’ ‘most intimately’ ‘through some 
particular perception or other, of heat, or cold… pain or pleasure.’229 Hume equates 
the absence of perception with an annihilation of being; so much so, that without 
sensory experience one becomes ‘a perfect non-entity.’230 Twenty years later Smith 
famously argued that the imagination enabled individuals to ‘overcome the distance 
between [their] own and others’ sense impression.’231 The imagination evokes both 
intimacy and proximity between bodies so that self-knowledge comes to hinge upon, 
to borrow Michael McKeon’s phrase, ‘sympathetically internalize[ing] the social 
other.’232 It appears that although the personal and individual nature of the self was 
widely taken for granted, it did not necessarily follow that this self was independent. 
The sympathetic persona that Smith famously imagined was an ‘impartial spectator’ 
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akin to an audience member at the theatre. This analogy takes on another valance 
when we consider Smith’s discussion of the relationship between pain and sympathy. 
He writes, 
Some people faint and grow sick at the sight of chirurgical operation, and 
that bodily pain that is associated by tearing the flesh, seems, in them, to 
excite the most excessive sympathy. We conceive in a much more lively and 
distinct manner the pain which proceeds from an external disorder, than we 
do that which arises from an internal disorder. I can scarce form an idea of 
the agonies of my neighbour when he is tortured with the gout, or the stone; 
but I have the clearest conception of what he must suffer from an incision, a 
wound, or a fracture.233 
Here, the spectator has more in common with the observer in an anatomy theatre. 
The spectacle before them is no mere ‘Greek traged[y] … [that] attempt[s] to excite 
compassion, by the representations of the agonies of bodily pain’234; instead they 
are witnesses to real trauma. This passage points to the uniqueness of violent 
sensation in its capacity to evoke mutual feelings. It is perhaps for this reason that in 
the section of Moral Sentiments in which the experience of pain is discussed, the 
exactness of the line between sight and touch in the production of sympathy wavers. 
Smith writes, ‘I see a stroke aimed, and just ready to fall upon the leg, or arm, of 
another person, I naturally shrink and draw back my own leg, or my own arm: and 
when it does fall, I feel it in some measure, and I am hurt by it as well as the 
sufferer.’235 The spectator does not merely enter into the emotions of the subject 
(fear), they physically start at the blow and even ‘feel it in some measure.’ Physical 
pain creates a phantom sensation for the sentimental observer that sees them 
participate in the act. When Smith describes reading ‘descriptions of excessive 
hunger’ in a journal of a sea voyage, for example, he notes, ‘[we] sympathize with 
them: but as we do not grow hungry by reading the description, we cannot 
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properly… be said to sympathize with their hunger.’236 It is the violent touch of the 
blade that complicates Smith’s theory of mutual feeling, suggesting that for the 
sympathetic reader, observation can become palpable in circumstances of particular 
violence.  
Since the advent of anatomical study the spectacle of the anatomy theatre, 
with the surgeon’s table as its locus, has unravelled the distinctions that we try to 
maintain between the body (inside) and the skin (outside): to recall Harvey, 
everything is reduced to surface. The surgeon’s blade cuts through skin, sometimes 
even removing it entirely, reminding the spectator, in the most visceral terms, that 
the border the skin represents is, at best, an unstable one. In eighteenth-century 
anatomical imagery the skin is repeatedly illustrated as being removed completely 
(figure two). In spite of this, the écorché remains animated, smiling or leering at the 
viewer and, in some cases, actively engaging them by pulling back their skin like a 
curtain or holding it so that it takes the form of a discarded garment that they then 
present to the viewer.237 This is possibly the most confronting element of these 
images: one feels as though they could reach out and take the proffered skin and 
wear it over their own. Just as when we read Turner’s description of the wound, our 
unease with fissured and flayed skin does not stem merely from the fact that such 
images are inherently macabre; it is due to the fact that they enforce a primordial 
intimacy between bodies, and between states of being (healthy, sick, living, dead). 
The écorchés one encounters in early modern anatomical atlases are deeply 
expressive and, in light of this, both the figure and viewer become engaged in the 
performance. Their pose, gesture, and gaze beseech the audience to sympathise 
with them so that a sense of vulnerability and exposure becomes communal. And yet, 
even as these images destabilise our certainties about corporeal limits, they provide 
a macabre support for the notion that the skin encompasses the self. What these 
models show, or indeed reinforce, is what psychoanalysts identify as the skin sac 
metaphor: the notion that our interior selves are bound, contained, and secured by 
the skin. In contrast, the fourth table in Cowper’s Anatomy contains six figures that 
illustrate sections of the skin (figure three). The first of these figures ‘Represents a  
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FIGURE 2. 
Écorché from Juan de Valverde de Hamusco’s Historia de la composicion del cuerpo humano (1556) 
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FIGURE 3. 
Table 4 from William Cowper’s The Anatomy of Humane Bodies (1698) 
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Portion of the Cuticula or Scarf-skin rais’d from the Back of the Hand.’238 The 
illustration of this section of skin is detailed, but it is also small and square shaped. 
Cowper takes only a sample from the back of the hand and the resulting illustration 
is merely a patch of skin that is so far removed from its source (a human hand) that 
the process of viewing it is alienating. The viewer is only recalled from this state of 
disassociation when the eye travels to the adjacent image which Cowper labels 
figure four. This time we observe the magnified image of the skin on the underside 
of a human thumb. With the outline of the thumb intact the viewer recognises the 
curves and patterns of the fingerprint. Given that they signify the ‘outwards touch’ 
and the passage for ‘noxious’ feelings, it is no coincidence that we keeping returning 
to the finger-tips.  
It is clear, then, that the surgeon’s hand possesses the most violent touch, 
one that opens the skin and establishes a kind of grotesque intimacy between doctor 
and patient. This relationship is foregrounded by Frances Burney when she recounts 
her mastectomy. She writes,  
I mounted, therefore, unbidden, the Bedstead –and M. Dubois placed me 
upon the Mattrass, and spread a cambric handkerchief upon my face. It was 
transparent, however, and I saw, through it that the bed was instantly 
surrounded by the 7 men and my nurse, I refused to be held; but when, 
Bright through the cambric, I saw the glitter of polished Steel –I closed my 
Eyes. I would not trust to convulsive fear the sight of the terrible incision.239  
Awake for the operation, Burney describes the experience in the most visceral terms. 
In so doing she subverts the trope of the ‘cambrick handkerchief,’ which by this 
point had become shorthand for insincere emotions and performative sensibility.240 
In this scene, the transparency of the cambric handkerchief can be read as a 
symbolic rendering of the skin itself, signifying the outer-layer’s failure to contain 
and conceal, a failure that is heightened in such violent episodes that betray the 
vulnerability of the surface. Instead of insulating the self it establishes intimacy with 
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others. For Burney, the cambric handkerchief is placed over the patient’s face to 
prevent her from observing the surgeon’s hand; however it becomes instead the 
mediating veil through which she sees the surgeons and ‘the glitter of polished steel.’ 
Though she is unable to keep her eyes open when the cut is made, this does not 
circumvent her ability to feel it happen. The certainty of ocular proof is displaced, 
enabling tactile knowledge to assume authority. This knowledge is shared with the 
reader, so that reading this account is not merely an exercise in sympathy (in the 
sense of feeling pity for the subject); we flinch at the pain; we feel it too. Burney’s 
description of ‘the dreadful steel…plung[ing] into the breast –cutting through veins –
arteries –flesh –nerves…’241 is so brutally rendered it encroaches upon us in a 
manner at once fantastic and phenomenological. By completing this catalogue of cut 
parts with ‘nerves,’ she emphatically says that in the moment that ‘dreadful steel’ 
breaches the skin, when one is cut, one is absolutely suspended by the current of 
pain. Such agony resists narrative articulation and so Burney expresses it in a scream 
that ‘lasted unintermittingly during the whole time of the incision.’242 Once again, we 
are not offered an image, we are forced to enter into communion with her agony, 
and as her skin is cut, the reader’s flesh crawls.  
It is worth drawing a link between these models of the flayed body and 
Anzieu’s work, specifically his argument that the collapse of the shared skin 
resembles a figurative, phantasmatic flaying. In spite of the pain that Anzieu 
acknowledges must inevitably accompany this loss, he also posits that, at its core, 
the secession of the shared skin is a moment of transformation. In this way, his 
theory harkens back to Ovidian imagery in which flaying, almost invariably, occasions 
a metamorphosis. In the introduction we considered the myth of Hercules’s torn skin; 
however it is in the tale ‘The Fate of Marsyas’ that the transformative aspect of 
flaying is most sharply rendered. More to the point, it is within this story that we can 
trace a Classical archetype for the complex intersections between masculine 
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creativity, personal identity, and violent skin imagery, that would come to 
characterise the work of the eighteenth century authors considered later. In Ovid’s 
version of the story Marsyas is slowly skinned alive and he is therefore able to 
express himself throughout the torturous process. He cries, ‘Why do you tear me 
from myself?.../ Ah cruel! Must my Skin be made the Prize?/ This for a silly Pipe?’243 
Marsyas’s first question crystalises the idea that the skin is an essential part of the 
self, constituting a living garment that contains and expresses personhood. Benthien 
conveys this fact vividly when she writes, ‘extinguishing the skin, obliterates the 
person.’244 Yet, the process of self-annihilation is not as straightforward as this (at 
least for Marsyas), for although his skin is being violently and bloodily stripped from 
his body, with his death cries he is able to articulate himself into being. The ‘me’ is 
torn from the frame, but the ‘myself’ remains intact. The ‘myself’ is formed through 
his words and feelings (agony) and they comprise a fundamental facet of his 
personal identity. It is through this act of literal self-expression that Marsyas endures, 
his words promote a continuing state of ‘beingness’ and prevent the catastrophe of 
‘had been,’ from occurring.  
Marsyas’s second question, ‘Ah cruel! Must my Skin be made the Prize?/ This 
for a silly Pipe?,’ betrays the depth of his foolishness and imprudence. In order to 
answer it we must delve into the history of the pipes, a history that is also provided 
by Ovid, in the complex and multilayered story of Io and Jove. We might note here, 
that in the tales of transformation that do not hinge upon a violent disarticulation of 
the body the skin often remains the only part of the original being that survives. In 
such stories it is generally a mortal or nymph who is the victim of an enraged or 
lecherous deity’s caprice. Their punishment for the perceived transgression is 
transformation into a baser creature; however some unique feature from their 
original skin lingers on as a tell-tale sign of the former self and, in a way, bridges the 
two states of being. For instance, in the story of ‘A Boy Transformed Into an Eft,’ an 
unnamed young boy offends the goddess Ceres, and in her fury she throws the ale 
that she had been drinking into his face which stains his skin. When she later 
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transforms him into an eft his skins retain these marks. The careful observer can 
uncover the truth of his identity by observing ‘the sprinklings [of ale which] speckle 
where they hit the skin.’245 In the story of Io’s transformation, her seducer Jove 
changes her into a heifer in order to hide her from his jealous wife Juno. However, 
Io’s skin remains ‘so sleek… so faultless’ that Juno penetrates the disguise and 
cunningly requests that her husband make her a gift of the cow. Seeing no way to 
refuse this request without exposing both his infidelity and his lover, Jove agrees. 
Now in possession of the object of her envy, Juno employs the hundred-eyed giant 
Argus to keep constant vigil over her, so that Jove may not resume his adulterous 
visits. In order to liberate his lover Jove commands Hermes to slay Argus. It is at this 
juncture of the Metamorphoses that the history of the ‘silly pipe’ is revealed. 
Embedded within the saga of Io and Jove is the minor tale, the ‘Transformation of 
Syrinx Into Reeds.’ Argus asks Hermes, ‘who did reeds invent,/ And whence began so 
rare an instrument?’,246 and in order to lull the giant to sleep Hermes plays on the 
pipe and tells him the story of its origins. In the myth of Syrinx’s transformation, ‘the 
matchless nymph’ surpasses all others in beauty, which earns her ceaseless 
unwanted attention from lecherous gods.247 In particular, she catches the eye of Pan 
(a satyr, and god of nature, shepherds, and music who was notorious for his sexual 
appetite) who ‘burns with new desires’ upon encountering her.248 She flees from him, 
towards the river where she seeks help from the river nymphs, who transform her 
into reeds. The story does not end here, however, for Pan approaches the river bank 
and cuts the reeds, which he then uses to fashion his eponymous pipe. As he does so 
he says, ‘Who canst not be the partner of my bed,/ At least shall be the consort of 
my mind:/ And often to my lips be join’d.’249 In Ovid’s detailed history of the pipes 
they become a symbol of male creativity and innovation, though soldered to 
thwarted desire. It is natural that this status should carry over into the story of 
Apollo and Marsyas, with the former understanding that the pipes signify talent, 
genius, and creativity. Maryas’s dismissal of the instrument as merely ‘silly’ was 
                                                             
245 Ovid, Metamorphoses, Volume I, p.30. 
246 Ibid, p.39.  
247 Ibid, p.40. 
248 Ibid, p.40. 
249 Ibid, p.40. 
 86 
always going to prove to be his fatal mistake. When he challenges Apollo to what he 
views as merely a musical competition with ‘silly pipes,’ he actually poses a direct 
challenge to the god’s ego. In these terms, the flaying of Marsyas becomes less 
‘excessive’ a punishment than one might originally be inclined to think. Apollo 
chooses to strip the ‘self’ from his opponent as direct retribution for the satyr’s 
attempt to do the same (albeit unwittingly) to him.  
MUTUAL FEELING: ENTERING INTO THE AUTHOR’S SHAME 
The expression of feeling and the overlaps between physical and emotional 
sensation bring the inner-self into emotional communication with the other who, in 
this instance, is anyone beyond the primacy of one’s own skin. Rousseau vividly 
describes this process in relation to early reading in his Confessions (1781), ‘I became 
indeed that character whose life I was reading; the recital of his constancy or his 
daring deeds so carrying me away that my eyes sparkled and my voice rang.’250 His 
first books were novels from his mother’s library. He recounts that he and his father 
spent ‘whole nights’ reading them to the latter’s ‘shame,’ and that this, ‘dangerous 
method [gave me] an extreme facility in reading and expressing myself [as well as] a 
singular insight for my age into the passions. I had no idea of the facts, but I was 
already familiar with every feeling.’251 Both the father’s and the son’s shame 
impregnates the Confessions, which almost relishes in sharing with its reader 
moments of extreme disgrace. Nicola Diamond’s work is illuminating here: she 
argues that, ‘a sense of difference and relationship is required in order to truly feel 
the flesh as alive and for the flesh to feel the semiotic chain of language.’252 As 
readers we vacillate between feeling for Rousseau (in which case distance is 
maintained) and feeling what he feels (true sympathy). Embedded within the 
narrative frame of the Confessions is a challenge issued to the reader, ‘Let them 
groan at my depravities, and blush for my misdeeds…[but the sincerity of] any man 
who dares, say “I was a better man than he”’ would be treated sceptically.253 The 
reader shares in Rousseau’s shame most acutely in his episodes of sexual depravity 
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and violation; when he exposes himself to women in an alley or when he steals from 
an employer and displaces the blame onto the maid he has been romancing, for 
example. Rousseau himself states that he feels disgrace ‘more acutely’ than others, 
yet in spite of this he confronts the reader with these scenes, ensuring that his 
shame is shared in via the proximity that language supplies. 
Perhaps surprisingly, the instance in which Rousseau feels no shame is his 
abandonment of his illegitimate children, in spite of the fact that these acts unite sex 
and transgression in a manner that is similar to the episodes above. Here distance is 
maintained between confessor and reader, perhaps because Rousseau is not 
confessing in the way he normally does. He describes the circumstances that 
influenced this decision in terms analogous to self-improvement. After hearing ‘a lot 
of most amusing stories’ he ‘[adopts] the morals’ and ‘[catches] the habit’ of 
‘stock[ing] the Foundling Hospital.’254 For Rousseau, behaviours that ignite feelings 
of shame are generally spontaneous and stem from a loss of self-control. Here, he 
indicates that when he studies and replicates behaviour (‘[I] modelled my way of 
thinking upon that which I saw prevalent among these very pleasant and 
fundamentally very decent people’255) he is exonerated from the acute disgrace that 
would otherwise consume him. The narration of this scene is a highly conscious 
performance. Rousseau writes: ‘This is one of those essential details which I cannot 
relate too baldly. For were I to comment on them, I should have either to excuse or 
blame myself, and here I have no business to do either,’256 reconfiguring what might 
be considered a paternal failure as being in the best interest of the children (and for 
the mother’s honour) and therefore defensible. The discrepancy between this 
cavalier account of sexual misbehaviour and those aforementioned hints at an 
increased interest in preserving his reputation, which tallies with the fact that by this 
point in his life he was a well known public persona.  
Earlier, I alluded to the fact that the confessional and autobiographical 
genres can be equated with the flayed body. The analogy stems from my reading of 
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Smith, in whose work we can find a solid link between anatomical flaying and 
confession. He writes,  
He is a bold surgeon, they say, whose hand does not tremble when he 
performs an operation upon his own person; and he is often equally bold 
who does not hesitate to pull off the mysterious veil of self-delusion, which 
covers from his view the deformities of is own conduct.257  
Later in the century, when reviewing the memoirs of Benjamin Franklin, the critic 
William Taylor expresses a similar sentiment: ‘autobiography, if published without 
mutilation, would no doubt illuminate many recesses of the human heart.’258 
Between Smith’s comparison of textual self exposure with the act of operating upon 
oneself, and Taylor’s description of dishonest, redacted, or edited autobiographies 
as ‘mutilated,’ it is difficult to not notice the overlaps between autobiography and 
autodissection. The autobiographer, like the écorché who pulls back his skin and 
beckons the viewer to peer within, engages in ‘an act of heroic self-peeling.’259 With 
this said, the following section does not aim to establish secure connections 
between Smollett’s life and the events of Humphry Clinker. Rather, it proposes taking 
the novel as an autobiography of the conditions of being a male novelist and the 
desire to cultivate a lasting authorial reputation.260 
THE EXPEDITION OF HUMPHRY CLINKER  
This chapter has already shown that Smollett’s novels fixate on porousness by 
looking at characters from Peregrine Pickle and Adventures of an Atom. Of all 
Smollett’s characters, however, none feel the loss of containment more acutely than 
Matthew Bramble, the splenetic protagonist of The Expedition of Humphry Clinker. 
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From the novel’s outset images of cutaneous instability haunt Bramble’s imagination 
and subsequent letters. In a letter to his physician he reveals,  
Indeed this is a shocking inconvenience [lack of covered walkways in Bath] 
that extends over the whole city; and, I am persuaded, it produces infinite 
mischief in the delicate and infirm; even the close chairs contrived for the 
sick, by standing in open air, have their frize linings impregnated, like so 
many spunges, with the moisture of the atmosphere, and those cases of cold 
vapour must give charming check to the perspiration of a patient, piping hot 
from the Bath, with all his pores wide open.261 
Here, the very architecture of the city mirrors the vulnerable porousness of the 
inhabitants. Bath, devoid as it was of covered walkways, offers a clear analogy with 
the state of the bathers who visit the spa town in pursuit of health and leisure. 
Smollett recognised this parallel and, through Bramble, expresses concern that this 
lack of protective covering leaves the body of the city vulnerable, ‘like so many 
spunges,’ to impregnation by noxious pestilential matter. The bathers, like the city 
they inhabit, exist with ‘pores…all open,’ the skin a fragile ‘strainer.’ (In this 
description of the skin, Bramble prefigures Anzieu’s theory of the sieve Skin-ego, 
through which ‘thoughts and memories…drain away.’) A few pages later, upon 
observing the (visibly) ill and (ostensibly) healthy populations of Bath bathing 
together, he expands the image further,  
I have done with the waters; therefore your advice comes a day too 
late…Two days ago, I went into the King’s Bath, by the advice of our friend 
Ch–––, in order to clear the strainer of the skin, for the benefit of a free 
perspiration; and the first object that saluted my eyes, was a child full of 
scrophulous ulcers, carried in the arms of one of the guides, under the very 
noses of the bathers. I was so shocked at the sight, that I retired immediately 
with indignation and disgust –Suppose the matter of those ulcers, floating on 
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the water, comes in contact with my skin, when the pores are all open, I 
would ask you what must be the consequences?262 
The eighteenth-century fashion of bathing in spa towns shares certain parallels with 
depictions of ritual bathing in the Biblical tradition. From lepers bathing in the Jordan 
(2 Kings 5:14) to John the Baptist’s initiation of the sacrament of Baptism (also in the 
Jordan) (Matthew 3:13-17), bathing has a longstanding association with cure, 
cleanliness, and purification. Indeed, its status within Christianity cannot be 
overstated as the sacrament of Baptism is believed to wash away the stain of original 
sin, as well as being a moment of absolute metamorphosis and spiritual rebirth. 
Smollett, however, disturbs this tradition with the stew of horrors that he evokes in 
the passage above. Bramble envisions the water at the King’s bath as a potential 
contaminant, stripped completely of the curative powers that the River Jordan 
possessed. Nevertheless, this description of the spa water is not entirely without 
Biblical precedent. It recalls the stories recounted in the Gospel about the Pharisees 
who futilely hoped that spiritual purity might be obtained by washing ‘that which is 
without’ with water and oil (Luke 11: 37-41). Unlike the more vivid stories that take 
place in the River Jordan (and have been visually rendered in multiple paintings and 
films), these episodes are often neglected. Of notable exception, though, is Julia 
Kristeva who argues that the Pharisee episodes characterise the New Testament’s 
inversion of the ‘pure/impure dichotomy into an outside/inside one.’ 263  This 
‘interiorization of impurity’264 is certainly applicable to the scrofulitic child that 
Bramble observes. Scrofula, like many other illnesses during the period, was 
understood to be brought about due to a build up of prurient matter within the body, 
which than exerted itself upon the skin in the form of ulcers. However, whether it is 
applicable to Bramble himself is less clear, because Bramble, I will argue, is a figure 
who threatens to undermine the above dichotomies altogether.  
In the reading of Humphry Clinker that follows I suggest that the piercing and 
flaying witnessed in the anatomy theatre was imaginatively reinvented in the 
novelistic tradition. In order to make the leap from the scalpel to the pen, we can go 
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via the duel, which straddled literal and figurative cutting, and also brings into focus 
the issue of male honour and reputation. Duels flourished in the early modern 
period, drawing in crowds of spectators who were thrilled by the prospect of 
witnessing these violent displays of courage and honour. Originating in France during 
the sixteenth century, the duel soon proliferated across Europe, supplying men the 
means through which they could maintain personal and familial status by procuring 
‘satisfaction’ for slights, real or imagined.265  Duels continued to be fought in 
eighteenth-century England, however their overall numbers were in decline and in 
spite of the fact that the ostensible motive for duelling was defence of honour, they 
were increasingly fought in private.266 Such was the case in 1772 when playwright 
Richard Sheridan and Captain Thomas Mathews fought two duels over Elizabeth Ann 
Linley. The first of these duels played out in three parts. Initially the two men met in 
Hyde Park; however finding the public park too crowded they rearranged to meet at 
the adjacent Hercules Pillars tavern, before finally duelling at the Castle Tavern in 
Covent Garden.267 While the physical duel was removed from the public gaze, its 
occurrence was known publicly because of the way it was transacted across a series 
of advertisements published in the Bath Chronicle.268 The first duel was initiated by 
Sheridan in response to Matthews’s publishing a notice that he was ‘a L[iar] and a 
treacherous S[coundrel].’269 Sheridan triumphed in this duel, which not only proved 
his bravery, but enabled him to force Matthews to publish a new statement 
apologising. This apology was printed in the Chronicle on the 7th of May 1772 
retracting the slander and ‘begg[ing] his pardon.’270 The printing, circulation, and 
subsequent reading of Matthews’s apology is an important example of the way that 
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male sparring was increasingly becoming a literary transaction. This helps to make 
sense of the fact that while in reality duelling was in decline, fictive duels populate 
the literary landscape in vast numbers. It is possible, that in becoming less 
practicable in the street the duel was relocated onto the page, with the same 
essential motivations: exposure and defence. 
In his essay on the duel and the European novel, Ben Merriman argues that 
two distinctive classes of duelers existed. To the traditional ‘aristocrats and military 
officers [who] fought duels to preserve status honor,’ was added in the eighteenth 
century a new class of ‘bourgeois men, particularly in politics and journalism, [who] 
fought duels in response to highly public insults that threatened to injure the 
offended party’s reputation.’271 The latter category was comprised of men who were 
not compelled to take up arms in defense of honour steeped in familial connection 
(inherited legacy); rather, they were motivated by the desire to defend their 
personal reputations, which hinged upon their literary output. Fatalities became 
infrequent during this period, suggesting that the imperative of the duel was not to 
kill but to assert oneself as a man of courage and honour. This point is crucial, as it 
has enabled critics to read the dynamics that underpinned duels in metaphoric ways. 
The sharp distinction we draw today between violence and words (‘sticks and stones’ 
versus language) did not necessarily exist in this period. As Clare Brant argues, the 
traditional opposition between writing and fighting – "jaw-jaw not war war," 
as Churchill put it - was thinly maintained in the eighteenth century – one 
thinks for instance of Dryden being cudgeled, Swift's The Battle of the Books, 
and pamphlet wars. In an era of opinions, the opinionated could become 
quarrelsome.272 
Brant uses Churchill as a neat signifier of the modern view that considers rhetoric 
and violence to be incompatible, if not completely dichotomous. She goes on to 
point out that the ways in which literary conflict was categorised during the 
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eighteenth-century (cudgelling, battles, and wars) reveals the period’s penchant for 
conflating printed exchange with warfare.  
The analogy between blade and pen can be further traced within the lexicon 
of the period. Samuel Johnson’s Dictionary entry for the term ‘scarify’ brings into 
focus the extent to which eighteenth-century writers perceived the pen’s ‘sharpness.’ 
According to Johnson: to scarify, was ‘to let blood by incisions of the skin, commonly 
after the application of cupping-glasses.’ The entry is supported by two quotations, 
the first from a surgical treatise, while the second example is from The Spectator and 
reads, ‘You quarter foul language upon me, without knowing whether I deserve to 
be cupped and scarified at this rate.’ In making seemingly unlikely bedfellows of a 
surgical treatise and a periodical, Johnson alerts us to the overlaps between not only 
the pen and sword, but between blades more generally. Richard Mead provides us 
with another example in his defense of inoculation. Mead writes, ‘Some men are 
infected with an incurable itch of writing, and take great pleasure in contradicting 
others, to whom they bear envy.'273 Here, the urge to produce and publish vitriol is 
likened to an ‘incurable itch’; and those that felt it found relief in attacking other 
men. The distinction between a surgeon’s blade and that of a dueler may not be all 
that sharp, and while the former, it may be argued, is enshrined with a greater 
degree of legitimacy, even this is contestable during the early modern period.  
To return to the duel in which Sheridan participated: when the author 
printed his opponent’s apology in a popular newspaper, he was not acting 
idiosyncratically by any stretch. The practice of provoking duels by publishing 
inflammatory remarks (as Mathews did initially), and ultimately printing formal 
apologies constituted the conventions of dueling in the eighteenth century. Indeed, 
the advent of coffee-houses saw the duel take on an unprecedented literary angle. 
Initially, the offended party would post a flyer to the wall of a coffee-house 
demanding satisfaction and this eventually shifted to placing advertisements and 
callouts in periodicals and newspapers.274 The overlap between print and the duel 
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(pen and sword) was not just a metaphor in this period, rather we must be alert to 
the fact that this period saw the duel reinvented so that the ritual explicitly 
incorporated the new, and rapidly expanding, print culture. Writing and fighting 
become deeply interwoven, and both reflected the desire to preserve reputation 
and defer disgrace. I suggest that we approach the satire that was aimed at Tobias 
Smollett, and the ways in which he responded, with this in mind.  
Edmund Burke also advocates the affective and penetrative potential of the 
written word. He writes,   
Now, as words affect, not by any original power, but by representation, it 
might be supposed, that their influence over the passions should be but light, 
yet it is quite otherwise; for we find by experience that eloquence and poetry 
are as capable, nay indeed much more capable of making deep and lively 
impressions than any other arts, and even than nature itself in very many 
cases.275  
When Burke argues that writing leaves ‘deep and lively impressions’ upon the reader, 
it is not inconceivable to imagine that these impressions engrave the skin. In the 
introduction to this thesis I discussed the metaphor of the ‘blank canvas,’ which is 
often used to evoke the expressive, imaginative, and malleable possibilities of the 
skin. Just as often, the skin is figured as a sheet of paper, a surface to be inscribed 
and punctuated, in the Lockean tradition by tactile perception, and here, by 
language. Satirical language, in particular, is deeply penetrative and aims to expose 
its target. For this reason, it is often described as ‘biting’, ‘cutting’, ‘caustic’, ‘stinging’, 
‘trenchant’ (which is an archaic word for a sharp-edged tool), and ‘sharp.’ In 1733 
Lady Mary Wortley Montagu wrote ‘Satire shou’d, like a polish'd Razor keen, 
/Wound with a Touch, that's scarcely felt or seen.’276 And later, well into the 
Romantic period, Percy Bysshe Shelley wrote, ‘I began once a Satire upon Satire, 
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which I meant to be very severe,  ̶  it was full of small knives in the use of which 
practice would have soon made me very expert.’277 The work of Smollett, Laurence 
Sterne, and Philip Thicknesse is situated between these writers (this section 
addresses works written between the 1760s and 1770s) and the ways in which their 
satires were ‘keenly’ directed suggests that, like a knife or a sword, they deployed 
language with the intent of inflicting sharp pain in order to violently disclose their 
opponent’s interior self to the public. What follows is a reading of texts that were 
published in response to Smollett’s Travels Through France and Italy (1766), his most 
criticised work, that focuses on the way satire was weaponised by male authors in 
order to defend their literary output and attack their competitors.  
Before moving ahead with a detailed reading of this interaction, the notion 
that Smollett was especially concerned with his reputation warrants closer 
discussion and justification. This assessment of Smollett’s persona stems from my 
reading of his personal letters, many of which are deeply preoccupied with his 
fraternal bonds with other eminent authors and medical men, the state of his health, 
and his reputation. A letter written to the surgeon William Hunter on the 14th of 
June 1763 unites all three themes, expressing particular concern for his posthumous 
reputation. He writes,   
In case I should not have the Pleasure of taking my Leave of you by word of 
mouth, I seize this opportunity of thanking you for the manifold Instances of 
your Friendship which I have received; Instances which I shall ever remember 
with the strongest emotions of Gratitude, Esteem, & Affection. Should I never 
return, I hope I shall leave effects sufficient to discharge all the Debts I have 
contracted. I am now ambitious of nothing so much, as of dying with the 
Character of an honest man.278 
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This letter, addressed from Jermyn Street, is the last letter written from England 
before Smollett and his wife travelled to France and Italy. Strongly believing that his 
death was imminent, though he would live for another eight years, he spent this 
time meditating upon, and working to ensure that he died with, ‘the Character of an 
honest man.’ Smollett thanks Hunter for his friendship, recollecting that the 
‘strongest emotions’ underpinned their relationship. He implores Hunter to enter 
into these fond remembrances of mutual ‘gratitude, esteem, and affection.’ Yet, 
while he extols the emotions shared through friendship, he simultaneously 
articulates his attempts to consolidate his reputation as ‘an honest man’ in 
pecuniary terms. While Smollett’s private self appears to be governed by 
sentimental feelings, this letter suggests that his public reputation is tied directly to 
his capacity to ‘discharge debt.’ Around a year earlier he had, in fact, written to 
Hunter in need of a loan.  
– for heaven's Sake do not look upon me as one of those Sneaking Rascals 
who can stoop to subsist upon what they can borrow, without shame, 
Remorse, or purpose of Repayment. I am an unfortunate Dog whose Pride 
Providence thinks fit to punish with the Tortures of incessant 
Mortification.279  
Smollett feels the shame of his position deeply and he is determined to balance his 
accounts before death. I would argue that this desire to secure his reputation 
extends beyond the economic sphere and permeated, in particular, his final novel. In 
1767 Smollett wrote to Hunter again, making the connection between reputation, 
honour, and skin explicit: 
I would rather be found guilty of Intrusion than be suspected of Ingratitude, 
& therefore I trouble you with this Intimation as in Duty bound, that you may 
know I am still crawling on the Face of the Earth, & that I am even in a 
Condition to crawl on all four as the use of my right hand is in some measure 
restored, by dressing it with mercurial ointment, & by Dint of Drinking the 
Decoction of Sarsaparilla. About three months ago, I was verily persuaded 
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that the cursed ulcer on my Forearm, was become cancerous; & that the sore 
was a Judgement of God upon me for the ridiculous use I had made of that 
wretched member, in writing such a Heap of absurdities in the Course of my 
authorial Probation.280 
Smollett’s letters maintain a range of religious allusions. This begins with his fixation 
with death, in particular, the desire to die an honest man. However, rather than 
going down the route of confession, he is purified through punishment, being an 
‘unfortunate Dog whose Pride Providence thinks fit to punish with the Tortures of 
incessant Mortification.’ Here he invokes the mortification of the flesh (the process 
of sanctification wherein pain, often wrought upon the skin through flagellation or 
scratching, is endured in order to cleanse one of sin). Of course, the term is also 
inflected with an alternative meaning of deep humiliation, suggesting that the sin in 
question is poor literary effort. Spiritual and emotional mortification are yoked 
together as he imaginatively configures bad writing as a ‘cursed ulcer’ that mars his 
skin. In this light, his phantom cancer expresses authorial failure and reveals that 
when feelings of shame are brought to the surface they manifest as both grotesque 
and corrosive. His disgrace is equated with a disease that gnaws away the integrity 
of the skin, undermining its protective capacity and leaving the writer in a state of 
abject exposure, vulnerable to critical assault. 
As this letter was written the year after he published Travels Through France 
and Italy it is likely that this was the text that formed the ‘heap of absurdities’ he 
describes; it certainly would have been for his contemporaries. Two years earlier, 
Smollett had written to the physician John Moore as he prepared the Travels for 
publication. In this letter he explains, ‘The observations I made in the course of my 
travels through France and Italy I have thrown into a series of Letters, which will 
make two volumes in Octavo. They are now printing, & will be published in the 
spring. I will not answer for their success with the Public….’281 These words appear to 
finely balance feelings of nonchalance (‘I have thrown’) and concern regarding the 
letters’ reception. It seems Smollett may have been aware that the persona 
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projected in these letters would be ridiculed, and of course he was correct in this 
assumption. The scathing commentaries of Continental cities and sights attracted 
widespread satirical response, his two fiercest critics being Philip Thicknesse and 
Laurence Sterne. The former lampooned Smollett in a series of publications, in 
particular Observations on the Customs and Manners of the French Nation (1766), 
while the latter (more famously) painted the searing caricature Smelfungus in A 
Sentimental Journey.282  
Philip Thicknesse was a notorious eighteenth-century character whose 
corrosive authorial style earned him the nickname ‘Dr. Viper.’ Samuel Foote, in his 
play The Capuchin, was the first to ridicule him under this guise, prompting one of 
his many adversaries to comment, ‘[my] old enemy was suitably scarified’.283 
Thicknesse’s response to such attacks was always swift. In his Memoirs he writes, 
‘Montesquieu says, you must flay a Russian alive, to make him feel. I have no 
objection to flay a Russian, nor a Ruffian, of any nation, who merits it.’284 The 
quotation that Thicknesse references appears in Montesquieu’s The Spirit of Laws 
(1750) in a discussion that links climate, sensitivity, and national difference. 
Montesquieu theorises that cold climates render the body more insensible to stimuli 
than hot climates and that therefore the inhabitants of nations that are 
characteristically cold are relatively insensitive to tactile sensations.285 Thicknesse 
disregards this context, and takes the quote in a more literal sense. The satirist’s role 
is to flay anyone who ‘merits it,’ which is to say, someone who has transgressed and 
deserves punishment. Thicknesse draws a parallel here between the satirist and 
executioner who performs penal flaying, and whose role it was to humiliate, punish, 
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and torture. This was largely achieved by the fact that the removal of the skin 
diminishes the person. Thicknesse achieves a similar effect through the use of 
diminutives. He calls Smollett ‘Toby’ and ‘Smolletta’ in order to cut him down to size, 
challenging his integrity both as a writer and as a man.  
However, Thicknesse himself was to become the victim of a similar reduction 
in an anonymous cartoon that dates to 1790. The cartoon visually renders the 
connection between flaying and Thicknesse’s satirical efforts, and is part of an 
established tradition of anatomising controversial literary and political figures in 
order to expose their corruption (figure four). Roy Porter discusses a similar écorché 
cartoon entitled the ‘Right Hon. Democrat Dissected,’ arguing that, ‘the various 
portions of his anatomy display every form of hypocrisy and immorality, personal 
and political.’286 The artist dubs the print ‘The Cutter Cut Up’.  In the figure’s right 
hand, a quill is poised, ready to strike, its feather underlining the word assassination 
that marks his forearm. In his left hand he holds sheets of paper that read 
‘paragraph,’ ‘pamphlets,’ and ‘letters.’ The word ‘extortion,’ which strongly 
associated violence and force with the unjust ruin of another, runs parallel. The artist 
has worked hard to draw unequivocal and inextricable connections between the 
instruments of writing and violent exposure.  
Bramble has frequently been interpreted as a parallel of Smollett himself.287 
This chapter supports this view, but qualifies it by suggesting that Bramble 
represents very specific interests in satire and reputation that characterise the later 
years of Smollett’s life and career. Smollett’s investment in defending his reputation 
is evidenced in The Critical Review’s singularly scathing review of A Sentimental 
Journey. (Smollett was the original editor of the periodical from 1756-1763.) After a 
cursory overview of the chapters the anonymous critic dismisses the text with 
‘Having thus given the most intelligible and commendable specimen which these 
travels afford, we should trespass upon the reader’s patience, as well as the decency  
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FIGURE 4. 
Anon. ‘The Cutter Cut Up, or The Monster at Full Length’ (1790) 
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we owe towards the public, should we follow our Sentimentalist through the rest of 
his journey….’288 The anonymity of this review invites a titillating question about 
authorship, and given the singularity of this negative review, readers may well have 
attributed it to Smollett himself. Thicknesse reveals as much when he comments, ‘An 
English author, who even dares, in the most modest manner, either to censure a 
Scotch author, or a Scotchman’s conduct, is sure of damnation from the pen of the 
Critical Reviewers’289 Even were this not the case, this review was at least obliquely 
connected to Smollett, for although he had more or less ceased to be directly 
involved with The Critical Review’s output by this point, scholars point out that an 
allegiance would have been felt to the paper’s founding editor, and it is certainly 
possible that he could have maintained influence with its writers.290  
This critique had been polished by the time Smollett published Humphry 
Clinker. Throughout the novel Smollett deploys humour to satirise the splenetic 
traveller that he had come to embody for readers of his Travels. The humour and 
irony that characterises this novel displays a great deal of self-awareness, enabling 
Smollett to upend the unflattering persona that earlier publications had perpetuated. 
Humphry Clinker works to absolve the splenetic traveller whose, ‘peevishness arises 
partly from bodily pain, and partly from a natural excess of mental sensibility; 
for…the mind as well as the body, is in some cases endued with a morbid excess of 
sensation.’291 Jerry Melford (Matthew Bramble’s nephew and ward) characterises 
Bramble as follows, 
These follies, that move my uncle’s spleen, excite my laughter. He is as 
tender as a man without a skin; who cannot bear the slightest touch without 
flinching. What tickles another would give him torment; and yet he has what 
we may call lucid intervals, when he is remarkably facetious –Indeed, I never 
knew a hypochondriac so apt to infected with good-humour.292 
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Melford views his uncle as an écorché whose loss of skin renders him raw and 
acutely sensitive to touch. Rather than being labelled ‘thin skinned’ Smollett pushes 
the metaphor to its logical conclusion: the skin is completely eroded. The horror of 
eroded skin is also imagined in medical terms, as grievances and irritations are 
likened to ulcers that corrode the skin. Of his sister, for instance, Bramble declares: 
‘“Damn her! She’s a noli me tangere in my flesh, which I cannot bear to be touched 
or tampered with.”’293 ‘Noli me tangere,’ or ‘do not touch me’ are the words that 
Christ is said to have spoken to Mary Magdalene upon his resurrection (John 20:17). 
By ventriloquising them here Bramble aligns himself with Christ in this moment: 
immortal and acutely sensitive. These words also emphasise the significance that 
touch plays in his grievances. Smollett diffuses the negative reputation of the 
splenetic traveller by invoking the Aristotelian notion that sensitivity to touch is what 
distinguishes and elevates humans above beasts. ‘Tender … man without a skin’ is 
elevated above the insensible, thick-skinned, brute. 
Sterne actually characterises Smollett in terms of an absence of skin, though 
to vastly different ends. He introduces Smelfungus in the following scene, 
I learned Smelfungus travelled from Boulogne to Paris –from Paris to Rome –
and so on – but he set out with the spleen and jaundice, and every object he 
pass’d by was discoloured or distorted – He wrote an account of them, but 
‘twas nothing but the account of his miserable feelings ... I popp’d upon 
Smelfungus again at Turin, in his return home; and a sad tale of sorrowful 
adventures had he to tell, ‘wherein he spoke of moving accidents by flood 
and field, and of the cannibals which each other eat: the Anthropophagi’ –he 
had been flea’d alive, and bedevil’d, and used worse than St Bartholomew, at 
every stage he had come at –294 
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In describing Bramble as a ‘man without skin’ Smollett indicates his interest in 
responding to the critical portraits that other writers painted of him.295 That Smollett 
invokes a parallel between Bramble, a novelised extension of himself, and 
Bartholomew is significant. The Bartholomew which Sterne was likely referencing 
was a painted form, that was alluded to by Smollett in his Travels as ‘Bartholomew 
flaed alive, and a hundred other pictures equally frightful.’296 Perhaps the most 
iconic image of the flayed Bartholomew is that of Michelangelo’s, which makes up 
part of the fresco in the Sistine Chapel (1564). This rendering, like anatomical 
illustrations, depicts the flayed body holding his skin, which remains an intact, 
lifeless garment. Significantly, the spectral impression of a face that appears on this 
sloughed skin is said to be a self-portrait of the artist. If this is so, it serves as a vital 
progenitor to the notion that, for the artist, the transformative act of flaying 
reasserts, rather than dissolves, personal identity.  
Early into the Bramble party’s tour they visit the spa towns of Bristol (Clifton 
Hot Wells) and Bath. As Daniel Cottom observes, spa towns were a ‘fleshmarket.’297 
Setting parts of the novel in such an environment enables a series of Rabelaisian 
episodes in which the skin’s comical and grotesque potential is realised. This is 
especially pronounced when Bramble and Melford visit the Pump-room together, 
where Melford is ‘much diverted with a conversation that passed…betwixt him and 
the famous Dr. L------n.’298 The conversation is instigated when the doctor overhears 
Bramble ‘complaining of the stink, occasioned by the vast quantity of mud and slime 
[beneath the Pump-room window].’ 299  Bramble’s preoccupation with olfactory 
sensation is a direct nod to the caricature Smelfungus, suggesting that, at least in 
part, this novel aims to further satirise this character. In so doing, Smollett is able to 
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redeem the reputation of the splenetic traveller as someone who is ultimately good-
humoured. When reading Humphry Clinker within its broader textual milieu this 
immediately strikes the reader as a retort, on Smollett’s part, aimed directly at his 
detractors and their impressionable audiences. 
However, this scene also restores the reputation of the splenetic traveller as 
someone who is essentially rational and intelligent, by taking odour to its extremes. 
In this scene Smollett sets up a hierarchy in which the splenetic traveller looks down 
upon the ‘savages’ who have ‘strong presumptions in favour of what is generally 
called stink.’300 Smollett, rather than rejecting the epithet ‘Smelfungus’ mobilises it 
as a rational category, and those who signal their opposition by laughing at 
Smelfungus become in turn aligned with Dr. Linden, a ‘savage’ quack, and likewise 
find ‘immediate relief and uncommon satisfaction from hanging over the stale 
contents of a close-stool.’ 301  Smollett’s critics (especially Sterne) are further 
implicated, by association, in the quack doctor’s grotesque offer to tap Bramble and 
‘[drink] without hesitation the water that comes out of [his] abdomen.’302 If we recall 
that Johnson collapses the distinction between medical and verbal piercing it 
becomes possible to see the parallel between Linden’s desire to tap and Sterne’s 
penetrative satire; both breach the skin in order to bring something latent to the 
surface.  
The conversation between Bramble and Linden is subsequently rerouted into 
a comic exchange of diagnoses (serious on Linden’s part and satirical on Bramble’s) 
in which blows are paid out through identification of symptoms of skin disease. 
Linden remarks that Bramble’s disorder ‘may be the lues venerea,’303 situating him 
within the same sphere as a ‘common prostitute’ he had recently cured of syphilis 
who ‘[had] a serpignous eruption, or rather pocky itch all over her body.’304 Bramble, 
‘with a view to punish … told him there was a wart upon his nose, that looked a little 
suspicious.’305 Linden, ‘seemed a little confounded at this remark, and assured him it 
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was nothing but a common excrescence of the cuticula … for the truth of this 
assertion he appealed to the touch, desiring he would feel the part.’306 Their dispute 
is resolved when Melford intervenes on his uncle’s behalf and ‘handled it so 
roughly … tears ran down his cheeks, to the no small entertainment of the 
company.’ 307  Linden is humiliated and left with an ‘enormous swelling’ that 
physically marks him after quarrelling with Bramble and Melford. Meanwhile, the 
violent exchange promotes the familial connection between the Brambles, pointing 
to the way that violent touches often underscored male relationships, in this case 
cementing a paternal bond as Bramble’s affection for his nephew increases after this 
episode. 
The possibility that Bramble offers the reader a version of Smollett is most 
pronounced in the correspondence between Melford and his friend from university, 
Sir Watkin Phillips. In the first letter that Melford sends from Bath he writes,  
He affects misanthropy, in order to conceal the sensibility of a heart, which is 
tender, even to a degree of weakness. This delicacy of feeling, or soreness of 
the mind, make him timorous and fearful; but then he is afraid of nothing so 
much as of dishonour; and although he is exceedingly cautious of giving 
offence, he will fire at the least hint of insolence or ill-breeding.308 
These lines make Bramble-Smollett’s deep aversion towards dishonour explicit. They 
take on autobiographical overtones when read in light of Smollett’s own experiences 
with libel. Smollett was embroiled in legal battles throughout the course of his 
literary career. The most significant instance was the charge of libel brought against 
him by Admiral Charles Knowles in 1759.309 The prefatory letters to Humphry Clinker 
depict an exchange between a fictitious bookseller, Mr. Henry Davis, and the editor 
of the collection, Revd. Mr. Jonathan Dustwich. The two discuss the terms of 
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publication, asking ‘what prosecutions may arise from printing the private 
correspondence of those still living[?]’310 Dustwich appears especially conscientious, 
being both alarmed by the prospect of punishment, and assuring Davis that, were 
the publication to incur legal repercussions, he would accept full responsibility. He 
writes,  
I do declare in verbo sacerdotis, that, in case of any such prosecution, I will 
take the whole upon my own shoulders, even quod, fine and imprisonment, 
though, I must confess, I should not care to undergo flagellation: Tam ad 
turpitudinem, quam ad amaritudinem pæna spectans.311 
Tam ad turpitudinem, quam ad amaritudinem pæna spectans translates as, ‘a 
punishment aimed as much to produce shame as bitterness.’312 Public flagellation 
was a punishment that was often used to shame venereal sufferers and was 
invariably deployed with the intent to publicly disgrace the subject being punished. 
Smollett draws a connection, here, between the ways that violence inflicted upon 
skin during corporeal punishment is deeply associated with shame, linking these 
feelings to the charge of libel. The impact that libel has upon reputations and 
character punctuates the novel: in one letter Bramble writes, ‘To what purpose is 
our property secured, if our moral character is left defenceless?’313 Echoes of 
Smollett’s interest in redeeming his own moral character can be traced here, jostling 
somewhat uneasily with his own proclivity for denigrating others.  
While the case with Knowles registered the bigger legal scandal, Smollett also 
had a complicated relationship with the actor David Garrick. This relationship may be 
found inflected across multiple texts in Smollett’s oeuvre. In the advertisement to a 
revised edition of Peregrine Pickle (1758) Smollett issues an apology to David Garrick 
for the chapters in the novel that lampoon his acting. This advertisement reads,  
[The author] owns with contrition that in one or two instances, he gave away 
too much to the suggestions of personal resentment…. Howsoever he may 
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have erred in the point of judgement or discretion, he defies the whole world 
to prove that he was every guilty of one act of malice, ingratitude or 
dishonour.314 
The blasé tone that characterises this apology (‘one or two instances’) raises 
questions about its sincerity. Twentieth-century critics of the Smollett-Garrick 
dispute, however, foreclose this reading by insisting that Smollett was a man of 
honour, a gentleman, and ‘no sneaking hypocrite.’315 Edward. S Noyes writes, ‘I do 
not wish, however, to imply that Smollett's change of heart toward Garrick was 
inspired by sordid motives. His works are full of … rash attacks followed by 
encomiums, apparently in the attempt to atone for his rashness.’316 However, the 
possibility of these attacks being ‘rash’ is eclipsed by the fact that Smollett’s attacks 
on Garrick’s acting and character were manifold following the latter’s decision not to 
produce Smollett’s tragedy The Regicide. Smollett mocked him with an unflattering 
portrait in Roderick Random as well as in the preface to The Regicide that he 
published in 1748. This series of sustained attacks suggests instead that Smollett 
viewed publishing as an activity that enabled him to offend and defend reputations.  
This point is brought into relief when Smollett imaginatively depicts the duel. 
Early in the novel Melford nearly duels with Wilson, a ‘stroller,’ who is romantically 
pursuing his younger sister Lydia. Report of the intended duel reaches Bramble in 
time for him to intervene. Recounting these events in a letter to his physician, 
Bramble comments,  
The rash boy, without saying a word of the matter to me, went immediately 
in search of Wilson; and I suppose, treated him with insolence enough. The 
theatrical hero was too far gone in romance to brook such usage: he replied 
in blank verse, and a formal challenge ensued.317 
Bramble intervenes in the duel with the help of constables and the mayor. The 
constables, in particular, embody the law in an explicit way. While they offer the 
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affronted Melford legal recourse, Smollett appears to insinuate that they also signal 
that the legal institution is unnecessarily interfering, even superfluous. In this case 
they intrude upon the duel, thereby denying the young men an extra-legal means of 
settling their dispute. Moreover, as the above passage is coded as a literary 
spectacle (tragic hero, blank verse), Smollett intimates that the state has no place in 
the literary sphere. Men of letters and men of honour should be able to use the 
medium of print to defend and attack reputations, without the threat of the charge 
of libel. The mayor, who is outraged that Wilson would fight his social better, 
threatens to arrest him on the ‘vagrant act’; however the, ‘young fellow bustled up 
with great spirit, declaring he was a gentleman….’318 Bramble’s tone here is telling, 
he sees Wilson (in spite of his seemingly low origins and dubious romantic claims 
upon Lydia) as a ‘fellow of spirit,’ interpreting correctly that he is a gentleman. 
Bramble’s reading of Wilson’s spirit and countenance prove correct and by the 
novel’s end he is revealed to be the son and heir of Bramble’s good friend Dennison. 
As his intimacy with his uncle grows Melford writes,  
Mr. Bramble’s character, which seems to interest you greatly, opens and 
improves upon me every day. – His singularities afford a rich mine of 
entertainment: his understanding, so far as I can judge, is well cultivated: his 
observations on life are equally just, pertinent, and uncommon.319 
By exercising his judgement Melford is able to penetrate his uncle’s defensive 
performance of misanthropy, which ‘conceals his sensibility.’ In so doing, Bramble’s 
character ‘opens’ to his nephew and, by extension, the reader. This scene heralds 
the beginning of the novel’s interest in laying Bramble’s character bare, a process 
that is achieved through physical and emotional contact.  
SELF-PRESERVATION  
The moment in which the definitive limit of the body is called most explicitly and 
viscerally into question is childbirth. Not only is the mother’s body stretched and 
torn in the process, the infant reproduces and extends the mother. Certainly in 
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psychoanalysis the primacy, rawness, and violence of birth breaches corporeal 
boundaries in a way that is unparalleled. It is less often the case that the offspring is 
viewed as an extension of the father. Nevertheless, in the eighteenth century certain 
legal practicalities, such as inheritance laws that favoured male primogeniture and 
the patrilineal foundation of the family, helped to extend the male line. The most 
idiosyncratic methods for this extension, however, lay within medical animalculist 
arguments that considered the homunculus (the completely formed human) to 
originate in the sperm cell. Although this theory was less widely advocated than the 
competing ovist theory, it held ‘a wide imaginative appeal.’320 In an era before 
paternity could be guaranteed, the mother was the only certain parent, a point 
appreciated by Melford and Bramble who both treat accusations of paternity lightly 
at outset of the novel. Bramble ‘with great good-humour’ jokes, ‘that between the 
age of twenty and forty, he had been obliged to provide for nine bastards, sworn to 
him by women whom he never saw.’ 321  However, this light-hearted position 
undergoes a significant shift over the course of the novel, beginning when the titular 
figure Humphry Clinker is finally introduced (about two thirds of the way into the 
first volume) and coming to a close with the revelation that this servant is Bramble’s 
natural-born son and heir. This is not to say that the novel abandons its comic 
impetus. Instead, it confronts Bramble with the physical reality of his youthful 
indiscretions through a series of skin-based images that work to reinforce the novel’s 
satire through a spoof of human genesis that rivals traditional birth. Humphry Clinker 
enters the novel in violent circumstances. The family party is travelling to London 
and their coach breaks down. Clinker arrives to aid the family, his childlike naivety 
and naked body working together to create the impression that the scene functions 
as a mock birth.  
Clinker’s arrival calls to mind Kristeva’s comment that, ‘During that course in 
which "I" become, I give birth to myself amid the violence of sobs, of vomit,’322 the ‘I’ 
in question being the Bramble/Smollett figure who now adds a third layer to the 
complex performance of self-representation. As the novel comes to a close ‘the 
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quondam Humphry Clinker is metamorphosed into Matthew Lloyd,’323 Matthew 
Lloyd being Bramble’s original name. This process extends and doubles the figure of 
Bramble. The intergenerational aspect of the Lloyd name and body gestures to 
Smollett’s interest in preserving his reputation and securing an afterlife for his 
textual productions. In the novel’s final pages Bramble, on the brink of death, is 
repeatedly referred to as ‘Honest Matthew.’324 This insistence upon honesty echoes 
Smollett’s earlier letters: it appears that the author’s reputation is tethered to truth.   
Reputation itself reproduces and extends the containing boundary of skin, 
and when it is attacked one’s honour is called into question. Nine months before his 
death, Smollett wrote to his friend John Hunter detailing his interest in securing his 
posthumous reputation: 
With respect to myself, I have nothing to say, but that if I can prevail upon my 
wife to execute my last will, you shall receive my poor carcase in a box, after I 
am dead, to be placed among your rarities. I am already so dry and 
emaciated, that I may pass for an Egyptian mummy without any other 
preparation than some pitch and painted linen, unless you think I may 
deserve the denomination of a curiosity in my own character.325 
Though couched in humour, this entreaty strongly suggests that Smollett saw the 
author’s legacy as being tied to material endurance. Preserving and displaying his 
skin would recreate the self as an artefact that would endure in much the same way 
as the material of the novel itself.  
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II 
POX 
 
The whole universe is harnessed to men’s attempts to harness one 
another into good citizenship. Thus we find that certain moral 
values are upheld and certain social rules defined by beliefs in 
dangerous contagion, as when the glance or touch of an adulterer 
is held to bring illness to his neighbours or his children.326 
Historically diseases such as leprosy, measles, syphilis, scabies, smallpox, and the 
plague have been considered cutaneous disorders as their primary symptoms are 
marks and lesions upon the skin. In addition to this symptomatic similarity, these 
diseases are all highly contagious and were understood to be communicated from 
the sick to the healthy by skin-to-skin contact. Of these diseases leprosy was 
traditionally the most feared. This was still the case well into the mid-eighteenth 
century when Richard Mead published his final work Medical Precepts and Cautions 
(1752). In a chapter titled ‘Of the Diseases of the Skin,’ Mead writes, ‘of all the 
diseases which infest the surface of the body, the most filthy is leprosy.’327 Images of 
this ‘filthy’ disease reoccur throughout the Bible and the leper became the most 
resonant image of contagion and punitive affliction in Christian narrative.328 Of 
particular interest to this chapter is the fact that leper colonies embody a nascent 
form of quarantine. As Charles-Edward Amory Winslow has observed, the law 
concerning leprosy (as outlined in Leviticus 13) represents ‘the first clean-cut 
conception of contagion and – built upon this conception – a definite and well-
conceived program of differential diagnosis, isolation, quarantine, and 
disinfection.’329 However, lepers did not simply live apart from society, rather their 
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‘infested’ skin and social segregation came to be emblematic of an apparent moral 
failure. As Susan Sontag observes, ‘the leper was a social text in which corruption 
was made visible.’330 From their earliest iteration quarantine practices were a mode 
of social exclusion that was predicated upon the expulsion of unhealthy and 
unsavoury bodies from the community and, consequently, have never been 
managed without an accompanying chorus of moralising and suspicion. 
Although the spectre of leprosy loomed large well into the eighteenth-
century, as Mead’s words attest, more concrete threats were posed (at least in 
Europe) by comparatively modern diseases. Three scourges in particular had the 
potential to eclipse leprosy’s reign of terror: the plague, the great pox (venereal 
disease), and small pox. These disorders held similar moral implications, perhaps 
even more so in the case of the great pox, to those leprosy once had for the afflicted. 
In The Birth of the Clinic (1963), Michel Foucault writes, ‘experience reads at a glance 
the visible lesions of the organism and the coherence of pathological forms … illness 
is articulated on the body….’331 Both Foucault and Sontag emphasise the significance 
of visibility to punitive and social notions of illness. The emphasis on visibility 
appears repeatedly across the European medical record, however an especially 
explicit mention can be can traced to the late fifteenth century. This is no mere 
coincidence, given that first recorded outbreak of syphilis in Europe dates to 1495.332 
Subsequently, in 1496, Joseph Grünpeck published A Neat Treatise on the French Evil, 
one of the earliest studies of the epidemiology of syphilis. Grünpeck’s treatise 
represents a significant juncture in European medicine, society, and culture, which 
was largely contingent upon the significance of syphilis itself. The skin lesions 
symptomatic of venereal disease rendered the ‘sins of the flesh’ visible, and this in 
turn saw the skin become a locus of embarrassment and stigma that advertised the 
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status of the body’s health and morality. As Grünpeck wrote, ‘the damage grows 
everywhere; even on our bodies one sees much disease.’333 
Before turning our attention to the way contagion and communicability were 
understood in this period, it is worth briefly considering the lexicon that was then 
current in order to understand just how closely contagious diseases were linked. 
Medical historians have noted that since the Renaissance the plague and the poxes 
have had a close discursive relationship, this is reflected everywhere from popular 
insults to the way that they were pathologised in medical treatises.334 Beyond being 
grouped together as part of this broadly related family of contagious disease that 
presented cutaneously, the association of syphilis and smallpox was cemented 
linguistically during the eighteenth century as they were commonly known as the 
great and small pox. It is worth briefly attending to taxonomical approaches to 
organising and distinguishing between skin diseases from later in the period as this 
highlights the extent of early eighteenth-century confusion. As noted in the 
introduction, Daniel Turner’s work represents the earliest sustained research into 
‘cutaneous disorders’; however his legacy is often overlooked in favour of Robert 
Willan and his student Thomas Bateman. Willan and Bateman are frequently 
credited as the founders of modern dermatology due to the fact that their work 
attempted formally to codify the practice. In 1813 Bateman published A Practical 
Synopsis of Cutaneous Diseases According to the Arrangement of Dr. Willan.335 In his 
Practical Synopsis, Bateman revises Willan’s 1808 work, On Cutaneous Diseases, so 
that the four orders Willan proposed are expanded into eight.336 Bateman organises 
smallpox and scabies into order number five: pustulæ. It is within this section that 
the following description of scabies can be found,  
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The Scabies purulenta, or pocky itch, is, I believe, often mistaken by those, 
who confine their notion of the disease to the ordinary small and ichorous 
vesicle of the two former species … In these situations, the pustules often 
exceed two lines in diameter, and assume a prominent globular form: 
whence, from their general resemblance to the large well maturated pustules 
of smallpox, (and not from any allusion to syphilis, as some have erroneously 
supposed,) the popular term “pocky” has been applied to them.337 
The symptomatic confusion that characterised discussions of skin disease is 
immediately obvious when Bateman points out that the sores that occur as a result 
of scabies closely resembles the pock marks associated with the smallpox virus 
(variola). Moreover, its informal name (‘pocky itch’) created further confusion as it 
linked scabies with the poxes in the minds of lay readers. By 1817 Bateman, in an 
attempt to unequivocally distance his own work from muddled eighteenth-century 
thought, published a revised fourth edition of A Practical Synopsis with the following 
advertisement, 
This edition is a reprint of the last, with the exception of the concluding 
observations, relative to Syphilitic Eruptions, which have been altogether 
omitted. The further my experience has extended on the subject of these and 
the resembling Eruptions, the more complete has been my conviction, that 
any attempt to give a definite character of them is premature.338 
Bateman erases syphilis from this authoritative text on cutaneous conditions, 
thereby implying that it is not a cutaneous disorder, at least not exclusively. 
Bateman’s disavowal of syphilis’s place in one of the orders of cutaneous disease 
represents the culmination of a century-long conflict between physicians and 
surgeons, though for most of the eighteenth century surgeons were seen to possess 
the more persuasive and authoritative knowledge of venereal diseases and, 
consequently, the best means of treating them. The significance of this can not be 
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overstated as correct distribution of disease management was a hotly contested 
subject, and until this point general consensus had held that physicians were 
responsible for treating internal disorders, whereas external diseases, wounds and 
injury fell to the surgeon’s domain. The defining feature of surgical expertise was 
that its treated illness triggered by accident or misadventure: in other words, 
diseases caused by pathogens that were capable of passing through the skin and 
invading the body from the outside.  
The extent to which early eighteenth-century medical discourse perpetuated 
the close association between plague and pox is perhaps expressed most clearly by 
Mead. Concerns about infectious and communicable disease were galvanised at the 
start of the century by the outbreak of plague in Marseille (France’s major port) in 
1720. The British government’s swift response took the form of an appeal to Mead’s 
expertise. Mead was a ‘very eminent physician,’339 who rose to prominence in 1702 
with the publication of his Mechanical Accounts of Poisons, a volume that was highly 
regarded by the scientific community and secured him a place in the Royal 
Society.340 Mead’s advice to the government took the form of A Short Discourse 
Concerning Pestilential Contagion, which was first published in 1720. The Short 
Discourse moves between medicine and politics and was, as Emerson Kelly puts it, 
the ‘first book of epidemiological advice produced by a medical practitioner at the 
request of the state.’ 341  It is comprised of two sections: the first provides 
descriptions of the plague and puts forward Mead’s theory of contagion, while the 
second gives practical advice for quelling the spread of disease, resulting in the most 
significant codification of maritime quarantine in England via the new quarantine Act 
of 1721 (replacing that of 1710).  
The Short Discourse was hugely popular, as evidenced by its many editions 
                                                             
339 Abraham Rees, The Cyclopædia or Universal Dictionary of Arts, Sciences, and Literature, Volume 
XXIII, London: printed for Longman, Hurst, and Rees, 1819, no pagination.  
340 From the title of this work it is evident that Mead’s theory was greatly influenced by Newton’s 
mechanical philosophy, which proposed a particle theory of the body. For a detailed account of 
Mead’s education and status within the medical academy see, Melvin Santer, Confronting Contagion, 
Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2015, pp.142-145.  
341 Emerson Crosby Kelly, Encyclopedia of Medical Sources, Baltimore: Williams & Wilkins, 1948, p.282. 
Andrew Zuckerman also cites this in his paper on Mead’s role in the 1720 quarantine efforts. See, 
Andrew Zuckerman, ‘Plague and Contagionism in Eighteenth-Century England: The Role of Richard 
Mead’, Bulletin of the History of Medicine, Volume 78, Number 2, (Summer, 2004), p.274.  
 116 
(seven within the first year) and translations into multiple different languages 
(including Russian in the 1770s). In spite of this popularity, Mead did attract critics, 
who argued that he was ill-equipped to offer medical advice on the management of 
the plague as he had no first-hand knowledge of the disease. He justified himself, 
however, writing, ‘I hope the great resemblance, I have observed between the 
plague and the smallpox, will justify my writing upon the cure of a disease, which I 
have never seen.’342 Mead does not appear to notice any contradiction between 
‘observe’ and ‘have never seen’; indeed to his mind there was not one. This is 
because the similarity that he ‘observes’ between the plague and small pox lies in 
their common aetiology as communicable diseases, which saw them grouped 
together under the umbrella of contagionism. Contagionism, which literally 
translates to ‘touching together,’ is the idea that disease is communicated between 
infected subjects through physical contact.343  
The emergence of contagionist theory recalibrated the spatial politics of 
everyday life. For instance, during the plague outbreak a cordon sanitaire was 
imposed upon Marseille, and this border was heavily policed by both the city militia 
and the French army.344 Medical accounts from inside the city walls reveal both the 
increasing fear and knowledge the medical professionals experienced as they 
realised that the disease was communicated through contact. The French physician 
Anton Deidier was sent to Marseille by Louis XV in 1721 to study the nature of the 
epidemic. While there, Deidier conducted several experiments on dogs, whereby he 
lacerated the animals and rubbed bile from recently deceased plague victims into 
the wounds. After being infected in this manner the dogs exhibited plague 
symptoms and died. These results were subsequently shared with England via 
correspondence with the naturalist and Royal Society fellow John Woodward.345 
Deidier’s initial thoughts were that ‘the experiments … showed … beyond doubt that 
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plague can be communicated and is transmissible from one subject to another.’346 
He continues by describing the infectious touch in the following way,  
 ‘[By contact I mean] … to breath for a long time and very near the burning 
breath which comes from the mouth of the sick … to wear the same shirt or 
sleep in the same bed-clothes … to touch one’s own sores with hands still 
carrying infected sweat or blood … The contagion of the plague is something 
like that of venereal disease.’347  
The contagionist framework rendered contact, especially that which is prolonged, 
intimate, or sexual, dangerous. Essentially, the emergence of the contagionist theory 
complicated the innate need to experience the world through touch as it recast the 
‘fundamental’ self-defining sense as a potentially self-destructive one. This is seen 
most clearly through the stigmatisation of the sexual touch. As Sander L. Gilman 
argues, ‘the great syphilis epidemic of the late fifteenth and early sixteenth centuries 
made the sexualised touch also the sign of death.’348 The strain of syphilis that 
underpinned this epidemic was different to that which troubled eighteenth-century 
sexuality: it was more virulent and altogether less protracted than its later 
incarnation, so much so that the victims of the initial epidemic died within the first 
few weeks of contracting the disease. Nevertheless, the aggressiveness of this first 
outbreak cast a long shadow, one from which the sexual touch has never fully 
recuperated.349 
PLACING THE BLAME 
Contagion and communicability were configured along two rival lines of thought 
during the eighteenth century: inanimate (chemical/mechanical) and animate 
(animalcules). Mead upheld the former, arguing that contagions were comprised of 
fumes and vapours that infected the air; however he also posits that people and 
goods could imbibe the poison and, in turn, become carriers of the infection. In his 
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words, ‘Contagion is propagated by three Causes, the Air; Diseased Persons; and 
Goods transported from infected Places.’350 Though the isolation of these three 
factors appears to identify the root of the contagion, it also leaves the precise vector 
of transmission open to conjecture. It is within this gap that Mead ventures 
explanations that play into eighteenth-century anxieties around class. He writes, ‘It is 
of more Consequence to be observed, that as Nastiness is a great Source of Infection, 
so Cleanliness is the greatest Preservative: Which is the true Reason, why the Poor 
are most obnoxious to Disasters of this Kind.’351 Class, as well as the national 
differences and gendered occupations (sailor and prostitute) considered below, 
constituted a system of social borders that attempted to regulate and order society. 
The permeating and disruptive nature of disease was, logically, a cause for concern 
as it soon became clear that these borders were, in fact, permeable.  
Such anxieties were stoked by the prevalence and high visibility of the skin 
disease. David Shuttleton isolates the deaths of Prince Henry and Princess Mary, in 
1660, as the trigger for widespread concern.352 Having returned from exile, these 
otherwise healthy, young royals died suddenly from smallpox within months of each 
other, Henry in September (aged twenty) and Mary in December (aged twenty-nine). 
Shuttleton writes, ‘[their deaths] alerted the whole nation to the dangers of what 
earlier medical texts all describe as a disease of childhood.’353 The deaths of Henry 
and Mary posed two particular problems that the public conversation on contagion 
and disease mobility attempted to reconcile. The first emerges from the designation 
‘royal,’ which should have accorded Henry and Mary the privilege of security. When 
it transpired that this was not the case, their royal corpses alerted (or perhaps 
reminded) the public of the indiscriminate nature of disease once it enters a society. 
Traditionally small pox was associated with the lower classes, particularly poor 
children (as we will see in Frances Burney’s Camilla).354 The deaths of Henry and 
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Mary, both adult and royal, belied this notion and ignited panic amongst the elite. 
The second problem, which is touched upon in Shuttleton’s reference to ‘all’ earlier 
medical texts, was that the body is capable of undermining and, in this instance, 
existing in direct contravention of established medical discourse and consensus. 
These problems appear to have registered with medical writers involved in the 
investigation and exposition of contagious diseases. In their attempt to address such 
problems, medical treatises became imbued with a particular narratological impetus. 
They begin by attempting to uncover and preserve the origin stories of different 
diseases before shifting their focus to the clarification of symptoms. Whether they 
are tracing the long history of a disease (by looking to mythical origin sources), or 
trying to understand contemporary transmission (publishing the stories of recently 
treated patients), medical writers show themselves to be deeply invested in 
pinpointing a precise source, or vector, for diseases circulating in eighteenth-century 
London. In light of this, the descriptions of cutaneous symptoms that accompany 
these stories take on the appearance of a key, appended to the main text in order to 
help readers interpret the skin or, as Sontag would argue, the ‘social text.’  
These origin stories place blame upon specific groups, beginning with foreign 
nations (especially those that represented a maritime threat to England, such as 
France and Spain) and, once disease enters Britain, the ‘poor’ (I include sailors and 
prostitutes in this class even though there was the possibility of economic prosperity 
for individuals in these occupations). Grünpeck’s Neat Treatise on the French Evil 
initiated the practice of nation-blaming that became an inherent part of the rhetoric 
on venereal disease from the fifteenth through to the eighteenth century. However, 
an important shift occurred in the eighteenth century. Though nation blaming 
persisted, origin tales of syphilis became increasingly various and conflicted. At times, 
these anecdotes are treated with a certain amount of scepticism that occasionally 
borders on incredulity at former ignorance. Yet the very act of recording and 
circulating these tales suggests that even the most prominent medical thinkers could 
not quite bring themselves to abandon them entirely. 
Turner provides a significant contribution to this discussion in the form of his 
1717 work, Syphilis: A Practical dissertation on the Venereal Disease. He opens the 
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text with, ‘a few Words of its Cause and Origine’355: these ‘few words’ actually take 
the form of ten detailed origin stories. The first five he dismisses as mere ‘whimsical 
conceipts,’356 however, their varied nature introduces a definite thematic scope, 
within which all disease origin stories appear to exist. The first two fall within the 
category of transgressive sex acts; in this case, sex between a leprous male and a 
menstruating woman, and sodomy with a beast. The last three are somewhat 
ambiguous; poisoned wine, a ‘malevolent star,’ and a venomous serpent bite.357 
While they possess a certain specificity, in that they are instantly recognisable as 
religious iconography, their association with venereal disease is nebulous, if not 
entirely disjointed. The crimson of the wine (as well as its association with the 
chalice) coupled with the poisonous serpent operates as muted repetition, recalling 
and tacitly reaffirming the image of the menstruating woman and the leper, 
respectively. The pairing of wine and the serpent also evokes the imagery commonly 
associated with St. John, thereby cementing syphilis within a religious framework. In 
his discussion of early modern moralising, Kevin Siena cites the Elizabethan surgeon 
William Clowes who argued that the pox was ‘a notable testamonie of the just wrath 
of God.’358 Turner’s inclusion of these narratives suggest that he inherited Clowes’s 
thinking, if only to a degree. Turner’s imagery categorises the disease as moral 
retribution; in effect, syphilis was seen as corporeal punishment administered on a 
divine scale. This is so much the case that by the sixth explanation offered, Turner 
plays with the function of the origin story by suggesting that the disease predates 
organised collective memory, ‘on the other hand, it is affirmed to be near as old as 
the Race of Mankind, and began at the same time with the Sin of Fornication; that it 
was also known to the Antients….’359 
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The remaining four origin tales continue to promote the associations of 
deviant sex and divine intervention, while also introducing race and class narratives. 
Currently there is a debate amongst medical historians regarding the correlation of 
disease and class. Randolph Trumbach and Edward Shorter suggest that the great 
pox was a disease originally confined to the social elite, with Trumbach identifying 
1690 as the year it became pervasive across class divides and Shorter claiming that it 
did not pose a widespread problem until that late eighteenth century.360 Kevin Siena 
points out that these perspectives are contradicted by hospital records, which 
overwhelmingly indicate that the venereal pox was ‘a widespread social problem’ 
and ‘rampant among the urban poor.’361 Although this debate is significant, in this 
chapter I am less concerned with the reality of infection, and focus instead on the 
narratives constructed around contagion and infection. As such, the following 
reading of the four remaining Turner origin stories is motivated by an interest in the 
way pox was being narrated, even if this narration does not correlate with the 
figures excavated by medical historians. 
The first of the remaining stories attributes the ‘cause of the pox’ to women’s 
promiscuity. Turner’s tone expresses distaste as he describes, ‘… a putrid Ferment, 
arising from mixt Seeds in the Vagina of a Woman; from which heterogeneous 
Copula springs the Pocky Venom.’362 Although it is not explicitly stated, the terms 
‘mixt seeds’ and ‘heterogeneous copula,’ make it likely that this story envisions the 
prostitute’s body as the source of the contagion. Even though Turner predicates this 
entire opening section on the assurance that he is a detached collator of ideas that 
are either antiquated or speculative, he appears unable to resist the lure of this 
classic scapegoat. Relentlessly critical, he adopts the rhetoric of the incensed, 
unerringly righteous moraliser and transforms the prostitute’s genitalia into a petri 
dish for the growth and multiplication of a ‘pocky venom,’ a substance capable of 
bringing about the destruction of the gentleman client and, ultimately, his wife and 
children. In his historical account of syphilis, Claude Quétel claims that congenital 
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syphilis had become ‘a problem on a national scale’ during the eighteenth 
century.363 This problem is discussed by Bernard Mandeville in his Modest Defence of 
Public Stews (1724). The Modest Defence was written in response to what 
Mandeville perceived as the failure of the Society for the Reformation of Manners to 
successfully curb prostitution in London. While the argument that he makes in this 
treatise is generally taken to be satirical, I would suggest that it registers genuine 
concern about the spatial politics of sexuality. Furthermore, it treats sex work in a 
relatively progressive, albeit humorous, manner. Mandeville dedicates the work to 
the gentleman of this society writing, ‘it is no small Addition to my Grief to observe, 
that Your Endeavours to suppress Lewdness, have only serv’d to promote it; and that 
this Branch of Immorality has grown under Your Hands, as if it was prun’d instead of 
being lopp’d.’364 He goes on to propose that the Society’s agenda is futile, because 
lust, desire, and ‘lewdness’ are an inevitable part of the human condition. He argues 
that not even the most elevated minds (philosophers) were able to go without 
satisfying this urge: ‘But what Wonder if the old Academicks, the Cryenaicks, and 
Peripateticks, were so lewdly Wanton, when the very Stoicks, who prided themselves 
in the Conquest of all their other Passions, were forced to submit to this?’365 
Mandeville does not necessarily view prostitution in and of itself as a vice, however 
it becomes a social evil when sexual transactions are mismanaged: thus by 
attempting to ‘lop’ rather than regulate the trade the Society exacerbates the 
situation. He writes,  
I hope to be acquitted of my Design, when I have prov’d the following 
Proposition; That publick Whoring is neither so Criminal in itself, nor so 
detrimental to the Society as private Whoring; and that the encouraging of 
publick Whoring, by erecting Stews, will not only prevent most of the ill 
Consequences of this Vice, but even lessen the Quantity of Whoring in 
general, and reduce it to the narrowest Bounds which it can possibly be 
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contain’d in. But before we proceed, it is requisite that we examine what 
those mischievous Effects are which Whoring naturally produces, that we 
may better judge whether or no they will be prevented by this Scheme.  
The greatest Evil that attends this Vice, or could well befal [sic] Mankind, is 
the Propagation of that infectious Disease, call’d the French-Pox, which in 
two Centuries, has made such incredible Havock all over Europe.366 
[…] 
Our Gentleman of the Army … are hereby very much weaken’d and 
enervated; and render’d infit to undergo such Hardships as are necessary for 
defending and supporting the Honour of their Country: And our Gentry in 
general seem to distinguish themselves by an ill State of Health, in all 
Probability the Effect of this pernicious Distemper…. But what makes this 
Mischief the more intolerable is, that the Innocent must suffer by it as well as 
the Guilty: Men give it to their Wives, Women to their Husbands, or perhaps 
their Children; they to their Nurses, and the Nurses again to other Children; 
so that no Age, Sex, or Condition can be entirely safe from the infection.367 
According to Mandeville, syphilis is an urgent social problem and the biggest risk 
associated with prostitution. A key part of the disease’s impact is that it does not 
simply affect those involved, it targets ‘the innocent’ too. This, Mandeville implies, 
has tragic consequences for the family; however it is also a troubling thought for the 
state of the nation. Already at risk from a sickly and ineffective army, the state of 
England’s future is further terrorised by the prospect of an enervated gentry who 
marry after living an ‘irregular Life…[and] beget a most wretched, feeble, and sickly 
Offspring: We can attribute it to nothing else but this, that so many of our ancient 
Families of Nobles are of late extinct.’368 This was no idle fear as there were many 
high profile instances of wives becoming infected by their adulterous husbands, the 
most famous of which was Frances Williams who was infected by her husband 
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Charles Hanbury Williams in 1742.369 Such cases lend credence to Barbara J. Dunlap’s 
theory that if children were victims, they might also survive to generate a ‘tainted 
posterity’ of the ‘stunted, deformed, and dull – a citizenry that would cause the 
Enlightenment’s vision of human progress to recoil upon itself.’370 The syphilitic 
prostitute, then, was not merely a threat to private life and the individual body, she 
also posed a threat to the nation. The connection between congenital syphilis and a 
weakened national body was rendered very literal by the gossip that circulated in 
relation to Queen Anne’s many afflictions. Most significant, was the monarch’s 
experience of ‘defluxion,’ which was the excessive watering of the eyes, and 
commonly associated with congenital syphilis.371 With the monarch believed to be 
displaying signs of infection, it is not a stretch to assume that the collective 
imagination conceived the streetwalker in pathogenic terms.  
The contamination of gentlemen by prostitutes is a staple of medical 
literature from the period. In his Treatise on the Venereal Disease (1786), John 
Hunter writes, ‘I was consulted in the following case by the surgeon who attended: 
July 13th, 1783, a person had connection with a woman of the town: the 30th, that is 
seventeen days after, a gonorrhoea came on, which was violent.’372 In such records, 
the prostitute’s genitals are weaponised becoming, to quote Kathryn Norberg, ‘a 
biological threat.’373 Turner similarly represents several cases in which venereal 
infection, introduced by a prostitute, erodes the line between the street and the 
home. Of a respectable patient Turner writes, ‘His concern was not so much on his 
own account, but for that of his wife and child. I ask’d him how long it was since he 
was clap’d; he answered me, nine Years….’374 Norberg identifies the years between 
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1769 and 1802 as the period that seriously aligned venereal disease with the 
prostitute; however, her research focuses on French literature and while this 
assessment holds up well for her readings of Diderot, Prévost, and d’Aucour, it is less 
applicable to their British counterparts.375 The English, ever conscious of preserving 
longstanding class divisions as well as the newer borders of Empire, were unable to 
resist tabooing sex, and used venereal disease in order to shore up divides across 
class and cultural lines from the late seventeenth century onward. The emergence of 
the whore biography, the genre to which Fanny Hill belongs, serves as a testament 
to this.   
The efforts made to link pox with race are blatant in the remaining three 
stories recorded in A Practical Dissertation. They attempt to expel the source from 
England, shifting blame by sourcing very specific geographical knowledge. Initially 
making use of geographical zoning theories, Turner cites the belief that the 
formation of pox is particular to a tropical clime, inconsistent with any found in 
Europe. He goes on to cite the popular explanation that it was brought back from 
America with Columbus, originally to Spain, and further transmitted to the French 
during the Siege of Naples. Both of these tales conveniently omit reference to 
England. The most interesting geographical account, though, is one that foregrounds 
issues of race, class, and moral retribution. Turner writes,  
… brought from Guinea in Africa, where it is Endemical, if not Indigenous, as 
the Scorbutus to Holland, the Rachitis to our Island; but is there called by the 
Name of Yaws, as I have heard from some Sailors, as also from the Captain of 
a Ship, who have frequently made that Voyage, and as I have Reason to 
believe from an Instance or two, I may very probably communicate hereafter. 
The Spaniards, saith this Gentleman, were the Persons first infected by the 
Blacks or Slaves bought up in Guinea; and by their means that cursed Plague 
was transplanted, and hath since grown up with us, as a just Punishment 
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(some say) for that barbarous Practice of trafficking or making Merchandize 
with our Fellow Creatures.376 
This origin story becomes a site upon which wider social anxieties pertaining to race 
and class are both exhibited and scrutinised.  
Mead opens part two of A Short Discourse, the section on ‘Methods to 
Prevent Contagion,’ with the following explication, 
As it is a satisfaction to know that the Plague is not a Native of our Country, 
so this is likewise an Encouragement to the utmost Diligence in finding out 
the Means to keep ourselves clear from It. This caution consists of two Parts: 
The preventing its being brought into our Island; And if such a Calamity 
should happen, The putting a stop to its spreading among us. 377 
The principle aim of Mead’s treatise was to serve as a practical guide in the 
implementation of effective maritime quarantine. Unprecedented attention was 
granted to maritime quarantine in this period and the port came to be a notable 
point of weakness in England’s national border. On the one hand the port 
represented the strength of the nation, both as a maritime power and locus of 
economic prosperity, yet on the other it created a sense of permeability; ports were 
sites of weakness, and open borders made England susceptible to disease. The 
sailor’s movement across geographical boundaries becomes the fundamental 
destabilising threat to the nation’s collective health. The development of Britain’s 
maritime empire saw too the reformation of what had previously been considered 
clearly demarcated borders. Mead is wrestling with a fading certainty when he 
describes England as ‘our Island.’ As the outposts of Empire became further 
scattered, notions of border solidity had to be relinquished. Travel between coastal 
boundaries became increasingly frequent, and trade in disease become as common 
as trade in goods. Mead notices that disease breaching ‘the Island’ was often the 
direct result of trade: 
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We all know how long a time Perfumes hold their Scent, if wrapt up in proper 
Coverings: And it is very remarkable, that the strongest of these, like the 
Matter we are treating of, are mostly Animal Juices, as Mosch, Civet, &c. and 
that the Substances found most fit to keep them in, are the very same with 
those which are most apt to receive and communicate Infection, as Furrs [sic], 
Feathers, Silk, Hair, Wool, Cotton, Flax, &c … 378 
[…] 
the greatest Danger is from such Goods, as are kept to retain Infection, such 
as Cotton, Hemp, and Flax, Paper or Books, Silk of all sorts, Linen, Wool, 
Feathers, Hair, and all kinds of Skins.379 
The border of the Island itself is also weakened, and ports become a pore upon the 
nation’s body. It was because of this that the sailor was thought to be the root of pox, 
not merely its conduit, at least within England.380 With the sailor occupying this role 
the network of transmission can be charted: port (pore), whore, ‘respectable’ client, 
wife, with further possible transmission to the infant. Though the prostitute’s vagina 
served as the secondary site of infection, the place the ‘pocky venom’ went to 
ferment and multiply, it was the sailor who was considered the source. With these 
connections in place the extent of, and motivations behind, the persistent 
characterisation of sailors and whores as perennial carriers, if not pathogens 
themselves, becomes clearer. Concern over the welfare of the family, coupled with 
anxiety regarding public health, saw the sailor monitored and exposed by surgeons 
and novelists alike.  
As mentioned above, Mead argued that, ‘Contagion is propagated by three 
Causes, the Air; Diseased Persons; and Goods transported from infected Places.’381 All 
three of these causes contributed to the popular figuration of sailors as the source of 
disease. The first (contaminated air) was a significant problem on English ships. In 
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fact, one of Mead’s minor projects was the support of Samuel Sutton’s system of air 
pipes.382 Sutton’s pipes proposed to remedy the noxious air of naval vessels by 
drawing out the contagious matter through convection. Though ships were not the 
exclusive source of bad air, the connection between Mead and Sutton would have 
been enough to impress the image of the contagious and sickly sailor upon the 
reader’s imagination. The navy’s culpability is rendered even more sharply by the 
remaining sources: ‘diseased persons and imported goods.’ Mead’s inventory of 
possible infected goods emphasises the threat posed by the import trade, with a 
stress laid on textiles, especially those derived from animals. Moreover, Mead 
advises that the linens explicitly tied to the sailors themselves (especially their 
bedding) also be subjected to quarantine measures. Before even arriving at the port, 
the sailor’s bed is marked as a source of contamination. The sailor becomes a sort of 
patient X for all manner of communicable diseases in Mead’s work, and this attitude 
was widely disseminated by medical writers.  
William Turnbull was one such surgeon who, in 1786, published An Inquiry 
Into the Origin and Antiquity of the Lues Venerea. Turnbull provides the following 
exposé regarding an infected captain.  
In the year 1781, a Captain of the Navy (at Portsmouth) being under my care 
for a large Venereal Ulcer on the glans, accompanied with a considerable 
discharge from the urethra – his custom was frequently throughout the day, 
to bathe the parts with warm milk and water, in which he sometimes put a 
little spirits. A seaman waiting upon him one morning, and being placed in 
the room where the Captain had been in the evening before, and seeing the 
glass rummer half full of this mixture (which had been used for the purpose 
above mentioned) and taking it for rum and milk, drank it off.383  
Turnbull capitalises on the crude and grotesque and, by this means, reduces the 
characters in this anecdote to base players. Considering the power dynamics that 
underpin the relationship between Captain and seaman, a relationship characterised 
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fundamentally by rank, it is unlikely that an inferior would enter their captain’s room 
and presume to drink from his table. Either Turnbull is guilty of embellishment, or 
this stands out as a peculiarly repulsive inclusion, one that relishes in the act of 
exposure. The sailor is outed as the ‘patient zero’ in the eighteenth-century project 
of pox origin tracing. Furthermore, this story functions as an allegation brought 
against sailors; it makes the obvious claim that sailors balk systems of decorum (both 
respect for rank and table manners) that regulate and keep the public safe and 
contribute to preserving the nation’s health. 
Concern about poor hygiene and sordid sexual practices underscored the 
rules for new seamen. The 1744 edition of these rules was, in fact, motivated 
entirely by the desire to prevent disease; ‘…they [new-raised men] should be trained 
up and instructed in whatever may tend to make them most useful on board his 
Majesty’s ships; to be kept cleanly, in order to prevent sickness; you are therefore 
hereby required and directed, carefully and punctually to comply with the following 
rules.’ The rules total nine, and of these, four pertain to the cleanliness of the 
immediate environment (decks, hold, and bedding), while another four attempt to 
regulate the sailor’s body itself by way of bathing, exercise, labour, and a prohibition 
on ‘fruit and strong liquors.’384 The remaining rule states: 
You are never to permit any women to be on board, but such as are really the 
wives of the men they come to; and not to suffer the ship to be too much 
pestered even with them. But you are to take notice that this indulgence is 
only tolerated while the ship is in port, and not under sailing orders.385 
This rule can be understood as an attempt to curtail the spread of pox beyond the 
port. The structure and purpose of the port lent itself to metaphorical 
appropriation.386  The port became the pore through which the sailor-pathogen 
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could enter and attack the waiting prostitute who facilitated the infection of the 
broader population.  
STREET WALKING 
 
The rate at which A Short Discourse was republished suggests that it was read by 
scientific and non-scientific audiences with equal avidity. Such a broad readership 
gestures to a cultural investment in quarantine procedure. It is unsurprising that the 
confluence of fear (sparked by contagion generally, and Marseille in particular) and 
the appeal of managing illness and cure for oneself (evidenced by the spate of 
medical texts published for lay readers to self-diagnose and self-medicate) saw a text 
ostensibly written for the state become repurposed for domestic medicine. By this I 
mean that although this text was initially commissioned by the British government 
for the explicit purpose of rewriting the Quarantine Act, in order to manage 
maritime borders, it came to be used by Londoners (or at least by London-based 
novelists) as a model for navigating urban space. The naturalist Richard Bradley 
(Mead’s contemporary) describes the London streetscape in his treatise The Plague 
at Marseilles Consider’d (1721). He writes,  
London at the time of the Plague [of] 1665 was, perhaps, as much crouded 
with People as I suppose Marseilles to have been when the Plague begun; the 
Streets of London were in the Time of the Pestilence very Narrow, and, as I 
am Inform’d, unpaved for the most Part; the Houses by continu’d Jetts one 
Story above another, made them almost meet at the Garrets, so that the Air 
within the STREETS was pent up, and had not a due Freedom of Passage, to 
purifie it self as it ought.387 
Bradley’s London is a heaving, swarming, humid network of streets, the perfect 
ecosystem for pestilence to fester. It is perhaps unsurprising that Bradley rejected 
the theory of mechanical poisons (which Mead, by contrast, championed) and 
instead promoted the living agent theory of contagion (pioneered by Antonie van 
Leeuwenhoek). Bradley argued that infectious matter manifested as ‘insects’ or 
animalcules. In his words, ‘all Pestilential distempers, whether in Animals or Plants, 
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are occasion’d by poisonous Insects convey’d from Place to Place by the Air.’388 The 
concept of infectious animalcules teemed with metaphoric potential, and became all 
the more vivid when the Philosophical Transactions published and endorsed Cosimo 
Giovanni Bonomo’s pioneering work on scabies. Bonomo disseminated the living 
agent theory in relation to ‘the itch’ (scabies), which he describes in the following 
way,  
From this Discovery it may be no difficult matter to give a more Rational 
account of the Itch, than authors have hitherto delivered us. It being very 
probable that this contagious Disease owes its origins neither to the 
melancholy Humour of Galen, nor the corrosive acid of Sylvius, not the 
particular ferment of Van Helmont, nor the irritating Salts in the Serum or 
Lympha of the Moderns, but is no other than the continual biting of these 
Animalcules in the Skin…389 
We can draw a parallel between medical descriptions of the animalcule and cultural 
and fictional representations of idlers and streetwalkers. There are two novels in 
particular, both experimental in their own way, that speak to this idea. The first is 
Daniel Defoe’s Journal of the Plague Year (1722), which was published just two years 
after Mead published his short discourse and one year after the plague in Marseille 
had subsided, and is set during the 1665 plague of London. This timeframe suggests 
that although fears of an imminent outbreak of plague in England had abated, the 
menace of infection and contagionism was very much present.  
 If the port was popularly imagined as the nation’s pore, then London was its 
heart and the city streets were, in turn, seen as its thronging, vibrating arterial 
network. Defoe’s depiction of these streets closely mirrors Bradley’s description,  
Beggars … swarm in every place about the City, being a great cause of the 
spreading of the Infection…. It is therefore now ordered, that such 
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Constables … take special care that no wandring Begger [sic] be suffered in 
the Streets of this City….390 
The poor are metamorphosed into a swarming pestilence that overruns the city 
streets. The living agent theory placed emphasis on reproductive generation, which 
casts a shadow over lower class reproduction and its contribution to urban crowding. 
Defoe goes on to describe an incident of transmission in which the infected person is 
poor, mad, and possibly ignorant of his infected state. The scene reads,  
A poor unhappy Gentlewoman … was murther’d [sic] by one of these 
Creatures in Aldersgate-street…. He was going along the Street, raving mad 
to be sure, and singing, the People only said, he was drunk; but he himself 
said, he had the Plague upon him, which it seems, was true; and meeting this 
Gentlewoman, he would kiss her; she was terribly frightened as he was only a 
rude Fellow…. When she see he would overtake her, she turn’d and gave him 
a Thrust so forcibly, he being weak, and push’d him down backward: But very 
unhappily, she being so near, he caught hold of her, and pull’d her down also; 
and getting up first, master’d her, and kiss’d her; and which was worst of all, 
when he had done, told her he had the Plague, and why should she not have 
it as well as he.391 
Defoe envisions the anxieties that epidemics stoke, namely, the fear that social 
classes and distinctions will be eroded. In this particular episode, the plague recasts 
the inhabitants of London as potential murderers and murder victims. A ‘rude’ 
plague victim who has been driven mad by fever attacks a gentlewoman in the street. 
The attack is obviously violent, however Defoe describes it in a way that hints at a 
sexual undercurrent. The ‘Creature’ drags down ‘the poor unhappy Gentlewoman,’ 
he then kisses her and ultimately infects her. The sexual innuendo that characterises 
this interaction hints at the slippery line between the plague and pox. When Defoe 
reveals, in the lines following this passage, that the woman loses her child as a 
consequence of the assault, this point is solidified, as disease, as I have previously 
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noted, was not only seen to transgress class boundaries, it was also imagined to 
compromise national posterity. As this gentlewoman and ‘substantial Citizen’s Wife’ 
loses her baby, the scene encodes the pervasive idea that contagion weakens the 
national body. In Defoe’s version, the streets of London become infected with the 
pathogenic poor who function as vectors of contagious disease and threaten, in 
some cases deliberately, to infect their social superiors.  
Throughout the novel Defoe discusses the effectualness of quarantine 
practices in militating against infection. In an earlier scene he writes, 
I was supriz’d, not at the Sight of so many Thieves only, but at the 
Circumstances I was in; being now to thrust my self in among so many People, 
who for some Weeks, had been so shye [sic] of my self, that if I met any Body 
in the Street, I would cross the Way from them.392 
The Journal’s narrator outlines the practice of avoiding crowds during epidemic, 
enacting Mead’s advice: ‘For the greater Security herein, it will be advisable to avoid 
all Crouds [sic] of People.’393 Quarantine, as it was codified by Mead, can be said to 
have reshaped everyday social interactions. The heaving, crowded thoroughfares of 
London became a space to be managed and policed, in order to avoid the 
devastating consequences of close bodily contact.  
While Defoe concedes that in principle quarantine is an admirable idea, he 
does imply that it often fails because, ‘infection was propagated insensibly, and by 
such Persons as were not visibly infected, who neither knew who they infected, or 
who they were infected by.’394 Equally possible, was the issue of people suppressing 
their infected status. This occurs in the novel’s opening scene, which recounts the 
condition of the plague’s first victims. Defoe emphasises that the victim’s family 
‘[endeavour] to conceal as much as possible,’395 but that their efforts were inevitably 
betrayed by the symptomatic lesions that mark the corpses: 
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… two Physicians and a Surgeon were ordered to the House, [to] make 
Inspection. This they did; and finding evident Tokens of the Sickness upon 
both the Bodies that were dead, they gave their Opinions publickly, that they 
died of the Plague….396 
This is a revealing scene as it highlights the way that cutaneous eruptions quite 
literally rupture the skin, bringing internal disorders to the surface. The ‘tokens’ (‘a 
spot on the body indicating disease’397) make the status of the infected ‘evident’ to 
the physicians and surgeon who examine them. Defoe makes clear that it is not just 
the victims who are scrutinised; their family is as well. It is the family that has made 
the effort to conceal the disease, and subsequently it is their efforts that unravel 
when news of the illness circulates and is made concrete in the weekly Bill of 
Morality, which Defoe includes: ‘Plague 2. Parishes infected 1.’398 The two victims 
thus become the index case for the 1665 London plague, permanently fixed in the 
Parish records. Although these victims are ultimately betrayed by the infection’s 
visibility, the attempt to conceal their status from the healthy exposes the 
community to risk. 
In John Cleland’s Memoirs of a Woman of Pleasure (1748), an epistolary 
novel written by the infamous Fanny Hill to a female friend addressed only as 
‘Madam,’ street walking takes on its full meaning. As Mandeville’s theory made clear, 
it was the possible scope of the prostitute’s clientele that underscored much of the 
period’s anxiety towards prostitution. Cleland holds up a mirror to this fear. In her 
memoirs, Fanny moves problematically between the roles of private mistress and 
streetwalker and, in so doing, threatens the precarious distinction between the two 
forms of sex work, as well as class boundaries more broadly. While streetwalking 
Fanny picks up a sailor, which completes the network of sexual encounters 
associated with the spread of venereal disease.  
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Critics have consistently commented on the absence of disease in the 
Memoirs and in eighteenth-century erotic fiction more generally.399 However, it is 
important to note the precise aims of the genre, as outlined by James Grantham 
Turner: ‘on the one side [author’s of whore biographies] claim to be warning young 
men against the evils of whoredom, announcing a […] dissuasive purpose for their 
pornographia…’; on the other they see the role of the artist ‘as being not to 
discriminate against the abject,’ but to render it ‘with extreme aesthetic power.’400 
While the Memoirs generally resists overt representation of venereal disease it is not 
unreasonable to suggest that it is a consistently latent threat, and that this is thrown 
into sharp relief after Fanny has sex with a sailor.  
Many critics have discussed the sailor scene; most often it underscores 
analyses of the suggested homoeroticism in Cleland’s writing. 401  Recent 
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contributions to this dialogue include Annamarie Jagose, who reads this scene as 
part of the novel’s ongoing ‘prioritisation of male-female intercourse.’402 Meanwhile, 
Thomas Alan Holmes proposes that the sexual position itself (Fanny and the sailor 
engage in ‘rear-entry’ intercourse) ‘serves as a compromise between the woman’s 
and man’s desires,’403 which he takes to be the missionary position and anal 
intercourse, respectively. Holmes bolsters his interpretation of the sailor scene by 
reading it alongside another half-realised instance of sodomy that occurs in the 
Memoirs. While attending a masquerade a character named Emily, Fanny’s friend 
and fellow prostitute, is taken to a bagnio. It should be noted that whereas this 
assessment works well for Emily, as her partner is duped by her shepherd’s costume 
into thinking that it is a male’s posterior, implying homosexual preference, Fanny’s 
femininity is unquestioned; the sailor’s misdirection is motivated by impatience not 
homosexual desire. This distinction is an important one as it elucidates a central 
paradox in the sailor-pathogen metaphor. On the one hand, the sailor was a means 
of rationalising the pervasiveness of an otherwise insidious scourge. However, the 
navy was emerging as a powerful force that underpinned British nationalism.404 So 
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while the image of the individual debauched sailor represented a threat to British 
borders, through the weakening of national health, the navy, holistically, signalled 
the protection and consolidation of borders, in geopolitical terms. It appears that 
this paradox was appreciated by Cleland, who appropriately exonerates the sailor 
from sodomitical charges, but does not quite extricate the figure from his role as 
vector. In Danielle Bobker’s words the sailor scene, ‘represents sodomitical desire as 
a kind of male disorientation that a female pilot can correct.’405 
While most of the contemporary debate on homoeroticism gravitates around 
the moments in the tavern itself, it is the scenes immediately before and after, 
coupled with Fanny’s subsequent sexual encounters with Mr Norbert and Mr Barville, 
that illuminate the sailor’s pathogenic role most clearly. In their encounter, Cleland’s 
libidinous sailor invokes the same shameless disregard for propriety as Turnbull’s 
thirsty sailor. 
… I was overtaken by a young sailor. I was then in that spruce, neat, and plain 
dress which I ever affected, and perhaps might have in my trip a certain air of 
restlessness unknown to the composure of cooler thoughts. However, he 
seized me as a prize, and, without ceremony, threw his hands round my neck, 
and kissed me boisterously and sweetly. I looked at him with a beginning of 
anger and indignation at his rudeness, that softened away to other 
sentiments as fast as I viewed him: for he was tall, manly-carriaged, 
handsome of body and face….406 
The paradox is plainly exhibited in Fanny’s interpretation of the sailor. He is dashing 
and handsome; the model of desirable, heroic, and virile masculinity upon which the 
nation depends. However, he imposes himself upon Fanny, which she, 
understandably, considers an affront. In so doing he threatens her borders so that in 
spite of her begrudging infatuation, the imagery in this scene parallels the broader 
metaphor of the invasive, perennially contaminating pathogen.  
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Norberg observes that during this period a distinction was maintained 
between the ‘diseased streetwalker’ and the ‘elegant courtesan.’407 It is precisely 
these categories that Fanny threatens to collapse in the sailor scene. As such, the 
scene signals an abrupt departure from all the relationships that precede it, and 
alters the relationships that follow. Fanny returns to the milliner’s shop after this 
dalliance and confides the night’s adventures to her matronly procuress, Mrs Cole.408 
Mrs Cole comforts Fanny, but also cautions against such behaviour: 
But when I got home, and told Mrs Cole my adventure, she represented so 
strongly to me the nature and dangerous consequences of my folly, the risks 
to my health in being so open-legged and free of my flesh, that I not only 
took resolutions never to venture so rashly again, which I inviolably 
preserved, but passed a good many days in continual uneasiness lest I should 
have met with other reasons, besides the pleasure of that rencounter, to 
remember it.409  
This scene explicitly and in detail references venereal infection; moreover, it is 
worded as a warning (rather than a passing reference to a case or afflicted character), 
demonstrating the text’s interest in representing the threat posed by prostitutes and 
their connection with the street, sailors, and the open port. I would argue that the 
injunction here directly contradicts a majority of Fanny Hill readings that argue that 
Cleland’s representation of pleasure ignores the grim realities of prostitution.  
Tassie Gwilliam’s work offers an exception to this trend. Gwilliam identifies 
Cleland’s interest in disease via an insightful reading of the text’s fetishisation of 
maidenheads. This is a pattern throughout the text, however it plays out most 
clearly in a sexual episode between Fanny and a client named Mr Norbert. Norbert is 
a maidenhead hunter who is duped into paying a higher rate for Fanny (whom he is 
told is a virgin) by Fanny and Mrs Cole. Gwilliam’s reading elucidates the connection 
between the instances of maidenhead hunting in Fanny Hill and the belief in the 
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virgin cure. 410   According to this reading, Cleland includes the narrative of 
maidenhead hunting in order to represent syphilitic cases. In Gwilliam’s words: ‘the 
prevalence of venereal disease among the prostitutes of London seems to have been 
accepted as an unavoidable risk; the vigorous exclusion of disease − mentioned but 
not experienced − in Memoirs of a Woman of Pleasure is so striking that disease can 
virtually be considered a kind of shadow presence.’411 After the sailor episode, 
however, venereal infection steps out of the shadows and comes to occupy a less 
peripheral and more graphic position in the text.  
After having sex with the sailor Fanny returns to her relationship with Mr 
Norbert and then takes up with Mr Barville. The pacing and narrative details that 
animate these episodes point to the presence of a venereal infection and support a 
reading of the sailor scene as the point of infection. At the point in the novel when 
Fanny resumes her relationship with Norbert, Cleland clutters the narrative with a 
confused description of their relationship. The sense of delay that this evokes is a 
possible nod to the idea of latency and incubation periods. Fanny’s vagina, viewed in 
light of Turner’s ideas, needs time to ferment the pocky venom. Fanny appears to 
remain entangled with Mr Norbert for ‘near a quarter of a year,’ during which time 
she showed him ‘proper attendance.’412 After a few more sexual encounters he 
comes down with a ‘high fever which carried him off in four days’ time, never once 
out of a delirium.’413 Significantly, Fanny asserts that she is the only woman with 
whom Mr Norbert is involved and insists that their apparent exclusivity has been ‘of 
great service to his health.’414 Fanny attributes Norbert’s untimely demise to the 
excessive consumption of alcohol; however the emphasis that the text places on 
fever and delirium contradict this assessment of Norbert’s death. In actual fact, 
Norbert’s illness and death are marked by the standard symptoms of tertiary syphilis. 
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Fanny, infected by the sailor but asymptomatic (at this stage) infects Norbert, before 
finally beginning to display signs of her infection.  
Fanny’s next sexual encounter is with Mr Barvile, a dominance and 
submission enthusiast. The scene is replete with descriptions of marked skin that 
mimic the lesions associated with syphilis,  
In the meantime, I viewed intently the effects of them, which to me at least 
appeared surprisingly cruel: every lash had skimmed the surface of those 
white cliffs, which they deeply reddened, and lapping round the side of the 
furthermost from me, cut, especially into the dimple of it, such livid weals as 
the blood either spun out from or stood in large drops on; and from some of 
the cuts I picked out even the splinters of the rod, that had stuck in the skin; 
nor was this raw work to be wondered at, considering the greenness of the 
twigs, and the severity of the infliction, whilst the whole surface of his skin 
was so smooth-stretched over the hard and firm pulp of flesh that filled it as 
to yield no play or elusive swagging under the stroke, which thereby took 
place the more plum, and cut into the quick.415 
If we extend Gwilliam’s method of linking Cleland’s representation of fetishistic 
sexual practice with venereal associations, this episode of flagellation may be read as 
a metaphor for venereal lesions, becoming the moment in which Barville, the 
gentleman client, becomes the final link in the chain of infection (presumably to 
carry it back to a wife and family). By delaying the time between Fanny’s encounter 
with the sailor and Barville, the novel works within the temporality established by 
the promotion of ‘fermentation,’ and permits sex with the sailor to be read as the 
initial clap within this framework of causality. The scene also betrays Fanny who has, 
thus far, remained asymptomatic and, accordingly, was entitled to the benefit of the 
doubt. Description of the marks and wounds to Fanny’s skin are detailed over two 
pages. Her ‘masses of flesh’ are said to ‘tingle’, ‘glow,’ and are ‘coloured red,’416 
while ‘that tender part of me, naturally the province of pleasure, not of pain, came in 
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for its share of suffering.’417 Fanny’s increasingly graphic description, ‘you may guess 
then in what a curious pickle those flesh-cushions of mine were, all sore, raw, and, in 
fine, terribly clawed off,’418 aligns with available eighteenth-century descriptions of 
venereal symptoms. For example, Turner describes venereal lesions as ‘… pretty little 
sores, full of venomous poison…’419 and also, ‘rankling,’ ‘festering’ sores that cause 
pain and burning.420   
Though the leap from lashings to pock marks might seem dissonant to 
modern readers, the association would have been considerably more immediate to 
an eighteenth-century audience. This violent imagery and the signs of pox are fused 
along more literal lines, as public whippings were a punishment administered against 
venereal patients. The practice is discussed in Edmund Curll’s notorious Uses of 
Flogging in Venereal Affairs (1718), and was enforced by London hospitals, such as St. 
Thomas’s.421 The whippings occurred after the initial ‘clap’ was deemed cured with 
the intent of ensuring the skin remained marked, thereby achieving the double 
intent of alerting the public to the patient’s status and dissuading the patient from 
further lewd conduct.422 In Cleland’s case this allusion might function as part of his 
promotion of domestic relationships over promiscuous ones. Though the 
pornographic episodes provide the reader with arousal, the text sees Fanny 
reformed through marriage with her first true love Charles and, as such, the 
pornographic is dissolved into a conventional marriage plot. This ending remains 
troubled by the possibility of Fanny’s infection, as her body could contaminate her 
husband and progeny too.  
* * * 
In 1712 George Granville published a poem entitled ‘Cleora,’ which tells the 
story of a young woman who satisfies her ambition of wedding a peer, though he is 
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old and lecherous. He inevitably infects her with a venereal disease, which he 
catches from a prostitute. In the words of the poem,  
View her at home in her domestic light, 
For thither she must come, at least at night, 
What has she there? a surly ill-bred lord, 
Who chides, and snaps her up at ev'ry word; 
A brutal sot, who, while she holds his head, 
With drunken filth bedaubs the nuptial bed: 
           […] 
What then may be the chance that next ensues? 
Some vile disease fresh reeking from the stews: 
The secret venom, circling in her veins, 
Works thro' her skin, and bursts in bloating stains: 
Her cheeks their freshness lose and wonted grace, 
And an unusual paleness spreads her face: 
           […] 
Scarce with her life she 'scapes, expos'd to shame, 
In body tortur'd, murder'd in her fame, 
Rots with a vile adulteress's name; 
Abandon'd by her friends, without defence, 
And happy only in her innocence. 
Granville’s poem renders with absolute clarity the themes discussed in this chapter. 
The relationships between prostitutes and their married clientele erode the line 
between the street and the home, impregnating the domestic sphere with ‘vile 
disease.’ Additionally, this poem reinforces the concept of the skin as textual 
phenomenon, as the disease can be read upon Cleora’s face. However, the notable 
difference in this poem is that, rather than marking the body of the socially inferior 
prostitute with ‘tokens’ of disease or glowing redness, Granville actually shows us 
the infected wife. The disease ‘Works thro' her skin, and bursts in bloating stains,’ so 
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that she is ‘expos'd to shame,’ and ‘Rots with a vile adulteress's name.’ This poem 
introduces the marked, tainted domestic woman.  
Unlike her working counterpart, the domestic woman was expected to be 
virtuous and transparent. The notion that she might have something to hide 
troubled eighteenth-century ideals of femininity. Tita Chico and Tassie Gwilliam have 
produced evocative studies of the female surface as it was represented by authors 
such as Alexander Pope, Samuel Richardson, and Jonathan Swift.423 They propose a 
connection between the vitriol levelled against women’s fashionable dress and 
cosmetic use and the growing mistrust of women’s interior lives. In Chico’s words 
there was a ‘commonplace suspicion that women’s public appearances were not 
commensurate with their private selves.’424 Marked female skin and the culture of 
suspicion that attended it form the discussion of the next chapter. 
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III 
MARKS 
"Most Women have no Characters at all."/Matter too soft a 
lasting mark to bear,/And best distinguish'd by black, brown, 
or fair.425 
‘What a multitude of strange figures would be exhibited, if all 
the whimsical longings of a mother were written upon the 
skin of the child?426 
So far I concentrated on the skin’s material presence, and argued that tactile 
sensation mediated the relationship between the self and the social in medical, 
philosophical, and fictional narratives produced (roughly) between the bookends of 
1698 (Locke’s Essay) and 1771 (Smollett’s Humphry Clinker). In this chapter, and the 
one that follows, my focus shifts to the way that skin was ‘looked at’ in novels 
published towards the end of the long eighteenth century. The introduction to this 
thesis was framed by a passage from Edmund Burke’s Philosophical Enquiry, in which 
he posits a fundamental difference between the anatomist and an ordinary man. In 
his words,  
How different is the satisfaction of an anatomist, who discovers the 
use … of the skin … the wonderful texture … at once a general 
covering, and at once a general outlet as well as inlet; how 
different is this from the affection which possesses an ordinary 
man at the sight of delicate smooth skin, and all other parts of 
beauty which require no investigation to be perceived?427 
Chapters 3 and 4 take into account the suspicion that accompanied the act of 
‘looking’ during the eighteenth century and suggest that when glances were directed 
towards skin (especially women’s skin), the ‘delicate smooth[ness]’ that Burke 
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imagines ‘ordinary men’ must see proved to be actually quite rare. Certainly, it is 
more common to find descriptions of blemishes, blotches, pits, pimples, moles, 
marks, and scars in the written record. The following chapter will focus on instances 
in which nothing could be done to conceal such marks of difference. Meanwhile, this 
chapter considers the dialectic between marked and smooth, as well as discussing 
the ways in which skin was covered in the pursuit of ‘smoothness.’  
It is clarifying to draw a parallel with the first chapter here. Just as Smollett 
deployed the image of the flayed, anatomised male skin in a quest for authorial 
reputation, Burney and Edgeworth deploy images of marked female skin as a sign of 
female imagination and production. However, rather than focusing on literal 
birthmarks, they instead look towards grotesque cosmetic application and 
inappropriate dress. In claiming that les objets de toilette both augment and 
supplement skin I am drawing on a theoretical framework that is common to skin 
theory and art history, though less so in studies of the eighteenth-century novel. This 
is not to say that compelling studies of dress, surfaces, and fashion are do not exist 
in the field. The work of Tassie Gwilliam and Tita Chico, amongst others, is testament 
to this. Such studies focus on, to borrow Gwilliam’s expression, ‘cosmetic poetics.’428 
However, even as this perspective critiques the surface/depth dichotomy, it still 
privileges the organic skin over inorganic cosmetics. I think it is crucial, in order to 
advance a skin poetics, to emphasise that skin is also always being constructed. As 
Steven Connor points out, the skin is always asserting itself, however it is also always 
being asserted upon, through ‘massive efforts to control and manipulate its 
appearance by means of cosmetics.’ 429  A further resonance of poetics is its 
connection to ‘making,’ which stems from poiesis. This chapter considers the 
production of skin through the eighteenth-century culture of the toilette.  
Throughout the first two chapters we examined cultural attitudes that 
conceived the skin as sieve and container: two sides of the same coin that rely on 
the physicality of skin, as well as its tactile function. Underscoring these terms is the 
notion of the skin as a border between self and other, even if it is a border in crisis. 
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In this chapter I stress the skin’s function as a fabric that can be turned to creative 
use, such as a canvas, or to use Lockean parlance, a blank page.430 This metaphor 
was given a new sense of urgency in the eighteenth century’s elaborate culture of 
fashionable consumption, which established the skin as an important site of self-
expression and revision. Women in particular, albeit not exclusively, utilised 
cosmetics (notably pearl powder and rouge) and domesticated veiling practices 
(veiling outside of religious ritual) in order to recreate the appearance and limits of 
skin. Rather than being a border, the skin became an important means of 
communication and engagement in the late eighteenth-century extravagant culture 
of fashionable sociability.431  
Physical and moral imperfections were completely entangled in eighteenth-
century discourse. Samuel Johnson’s Dictionary, for example, cites three 
interconnected definitions for ‘stain’: ‘Blot; spot; discolouration,’ ‘Taint of guilt or 
infamy,’ and ‘Cause of reproach; shame.’ While medical-minded men may have 
interpreted changes to the epidermis as a symptom of physical illness, the ordinary 
public tended to attach more complex cultural meaning to such markings. In the 
early-modern period moles, birthmarks, and warts were considered to be stigmata 
diaboli, markings of the devil, and the tell-tale sign of the witch.432 The belief that 
feminine transgression could be read in external signs persisted into the eighteenth 
century, though the superstition of the stigmata diaboli was rationalised by quasi-
scientific and medical theories such as physiognomy and maternal impressions. 
 
 
 
                                                             
430 It is also worth noting that the genre of anatomy was established with the skin-fabric metaphor. It 
was inaugurated by Andreas Vesalius in his De Humani Corporis Fabrica (1543), ‘on the fabric of the 
human body.’  
431 Gillian Russell suggests that extravagant fashions were used as a form of expression during the 
eighteenth century. In her discussion of fashionable ‘high headdresses’ she argues that extravagant 
fashions ‘manifested the obtrusiveness of the woman of fashion in the public culture of the period.’ 
See, Gillian Russell, Women, Sociability and the Theatre in Georgian London, Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2007, p.150. 
432 Roy Porter, Bodies Politic, p.42.  
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PHYSIOGNOMY 
The 1775 publication of Lavater’s Physiognomy ‘captivated literary Europe and went 
through over forty editions in English translation by the 1840s,’ 433  ultimately 
redefining cultural attitudes towards skin. Over the course of the eighteenth century 
the image of the skin as a containing boundary responsible for concealing emotions, 
morality, and private thoughts, gave way to the idea that the skin actually expressed 
these facets of inner life, communicating them to the outside world. Physiognomy 
aligned the surface with authenticity and the complexion became the index for 
interpreting what someone was feeling or thinking, as well as providing a measure of 
their moral character. So much so, that by the end of the century, ‘the skin’s visual 
appearance increasingly became a text to be ‘read’ as a signifier of identity.’434 The 
last chapter touched on the metaphor of body-text in regard to visible signs of 
contagion and physical interaction. Here the concept of surface reading, referenced 
earlier in relation to the work of Anne A. Cheng, acquires further meaning within the 
context of social intimacy as it was represented in domestic novels.435 That is to say, 
relationships that were not immediately sexual or transgressive (in the manner of 
client and prostitute), but collectively endorsed and valued, such as those between 
mother and child or husband and wife (in short the social bonds that secure 
domestic life) hinged upon a trustworthy, clearly legible surface. Ludmilla Jordanova 
argues that,  
during the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries it was taken for granted that 
the human body was legible … and this principle of legibility was also 
important because it sanctioned a particular form of inferential thinking, that 
                                                             
433 Roy Porter, ‘Making Faces: Physiognomy and Fashion in Eighteenth-Century England’, Études 
Anglaises, Volume 38, Number 4, (October-December, 1985), p.385. 
434 Kathryn Woods, ‘‘The ‘Fair Sex’: Skin Colour, Gender, and Narratives of Embodied Identity in 
Eighteenth-Century British Non-Fiction’, Journal for Eighteenth-Century Studies, Volume 40, Number 1, 
(2017), p.2. Similarly, Paul Goring proposes that the body ‘provides and inescapable textual surface,’ 
in The Rhetoric of Sensibility, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2005, p.19. (Emphasis in the 
original.)  
435 Anne A. Cheng’s 2009 article ‘Skin, Tattoos, and Susceptibility’ discusses ornamentation and 
supplementation of the skin-surface in relation to images of Josephine Barker’s skin. She writes, ‘The 
distinction between the organic and the synthetic blurs, rendering Baker’s skin as prop, costume, and 
surrogate.’ See, Anne A. Cheng, ‘Skin, Tattoos, and Susceptibility’, Representations, Volume 108, 
Number 1, (Fall, 2009), p.109. 
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moved from visible indicators on a surface (either the body itself or clothes) 
to invisible traits inside the body.436 
It is difficult to dispute the significance of the ‘principle of legibility’: the theories 
dealt with here (physiognomy and maternal impressions) coupled with the 
formalisation of dermatology in medicine, taxonomical classification in natural 
philosophy, and the eventual emergence of phrenology in early nineteenth-century 
criminology all confirm that legibility was fundamentally valued. However, the 
dressing room poetry already alluded to and the readings of the domestic novels 
that follow complicate the idea that legibility ‘was taken for granted.’ If anything, 
legibility was highly contested, fraught, and anxiously defended by those who feared 
it was on the brink of extinction.   
Legibility was troubled by practices intended to obscure and conceal the 
surface: cosmetics and dress were used to blot the text, so to speak. Commentators 
interested in assessing a woman’s value relied on definitions such as Johnson’s that 
insinuated that misconduct would be legible upon skin. Attacks launched against 
cosmetics must then be interpreted as stemming from a crisis of legibility. This 
growing hostility is registered in letters circulated by Horace Walpole about Lady 
Mary Wortley Montagu in the 1740s. Walpole and Montagu were famously 
antagonistic towards one another, and the following anecdote suggests that 
Walpole’s derision, at least in part, can be attributed to Montagu’s appearance. In a 
letter to his cousin Henry Seymore Conway, Walpole writes, 
Did I tell you Lady Mary Wortley is here? She laughs at my Lady Walpole, 
scolds my Lady Pomfret, and is laughed at by the whole town. Her dress, her 
avarice, and her impudence must amuse anyone that never heard her name. 
She wears a foul mob that does not cover her greasy black locks, that hang 
loose, never combed or curled; an old mazarine blue wrapper, that gapes 
open and discovers a canvas petticoat. Her face swelled violently on one side, 
partly covered with a plaister, and partly with white paints, which for 
                                                             
436 Ludmilla Jordanova, Sexual Visions, pp.51-51.  
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cheapness she has bought so coarse that you would not use it to wash a 
chimney.437  
Walpole is writing to Conway from Florence during the summer of 1740, while he 
was on his grand tour. Walpole aligns himself with the appropriately attired and 
behaved women, Ladies Walpole and Pomfret, ingratiating himself into their 
company with his insistent use of ‘my ladies.’ Inserting himself into this female 
friendship hints that he is privy to exclusive knowledge about the practices of 
dressing the skin, which secures authority for his subsequent attacks against 
Montagu’s improper dress. By writing to Conway, Walpole effectively invites him 
into this space, appropriating the nominally feminine discursive mode of gossip, 
which he establishes in his conspiratorial opening question: ‘Did I tell you Lady Mary 
Wortley is here?’ In criticising Montagu’s lack of cosmetics, Walpole uncovers a 
contradiction in the discourse surrounding women’s dress. On the one side, dress 
was approved of either due to standards of modesty or because it validated 
heterosexual male desire, but on the other, dress was condemned as deceitful, or as 
catering to female desire.   
Walpole’s vilification of Lady Mary relies on his extracting the full range of 
linguistic meaning from her ‘foul mob’ (the cap worn by married women). ‘Mob’ had 
numerous connotations, but the most immediately relevant here is its circulation as 
a slang term for a prostitute or slattern. It is likely that Walpole saw this as being 
particularly resonant for Montagu as she was separated from her husband at the 
time. Moreover, the term’s relationship to class solidified over the course of the 
seventeenth and eighteenth centuries and by 1740 the expression ‘to mob’ (or mab) 
the head was used idiomatically to signify the concealment of one’s identity when 
‘frequent[ing] low company,’ as well as being a commonly used descriptor for a 
rioting crowd from the lower classes.438 In her reading of Harriet Freke (a cross-
dressing Sapphic character in Maria Edgeworth’s Belinda), Elizabeth Kowaleski-
Wallace identifies a link in Edgeworth’s writing between ‘aberrant female passion … 
                                                             
437 Horace Walpole, Private Correspondence of Horace Walpole, Volume I, London: Henry Colburn 
Publisher, 1837, p.52. (Walpole and Conway were cousins and had a close friendship.) 
438 Joseph T. Shipley, Dictionary of Early English, Lanham and Plymouth: Rowman and Littlefield, 2014, 
p.434.  
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and the undisciplined lower orders or “mob.”’439 The mob embodies the disruption 
of traditional authority. This boundary disruption can certainly be read into 
Montagu’s ‘foul mob,’ as it represents a rejection of the standards of modesty that 
were expected of her due to both her age and, more significantly, her status as a 
wife and mother. In rejecting the dictums of presentation expected of a wife and 
mother Montagu’s sartorial representation disrupts domestic space by frustrating 
Walpole’s enjoyment of the women that inhabit it.  
MATERNAL MARKS 
The theory of maternal impressions, which was prevalent throughout the eighteenth 
century, linked inadequate maternity with permanent alteration of the foetus’s body. 
Daniel Turner argued that maternal impressions manifested upon the skin in 
particular, and his writing provides a medical precedent for subsequent cultural 
beliefs that women could physically alter the appearance of the body’s surface. 
Turner’s theory of maternal impressions proposed that a pregnant woman’s 
imagination could impress itself upon the skin of her unborn child, resulting in 
birthmarks that marred her child’s complexion. Turner catalogues several anecdotes 
in which children are born with markings that correlate with their mothers’ desires 
during pregnancy. For example, Turner describes a child born with brown spots (the 
result of its mother skimming stones), and another whose skin has a red 
discolouration (attributed to the mother’s desire for Claret).440 While craving wine 
strongly indicates the mother’s inadequacy, even seemingly benign interests 
(skimming stones) become transgressive in pregnant women, as female desire and 
imagination are viewed as selfish and ultimately dangerous. Of all the cases that 
Turner cites, the most overtly linked to the kind of maternal practice represented by 
Burney and Edgeworth is the retelling of a story circulated by Sir Kenelm Digby that 
dates to the seventeenth century. Turner’s version reads, 
                                                             
439 Elizabeth Kowaleski-Wallace, Their Fathers’ Daughters, New York and Oxford: Oxford University 
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There was a Lady, a Kinswoman of mine (says the Author) who used to wear 
black Patches upon her Face (a Fashion among young Women) which I to put 
her from, used to tell her in jest, that the next Child she should go with, 
whilst the Solicitude and Care of those Patches were so strong in her Fancy, 
should come into the World with a great black Spot in the midst of its 
Forehead; and this Apprehension was so lively in her Imagination at the time 
she proved with Child, that her Daughter was born just as the Mother had 
fancy’d….441 
As with the above cases, maternal ‘fancy’ is discernible upon the skin. This time, 
however, both the mother and child are marked. ‘Fancy’ first impels the mother to 
use beauty patches (thereby marking her skin) and then her imagination (compelled 
by strong emotion) reproduces these marks upon her child’s skin. Beauty patches, 
which were deployed in order to mask blemishes, are transfigured into a blemish 
through the intersection of imaginative process and mistimed paternal advice (had 
the advice been heeded earlier the child’s complexion might have been preserved). 
This passage illustrates the connection between female conduct (particularly as it is 
codified through paternal advice) and the conservation of one’s complexion and, by 
extension one’s reputation. Reading it alerts us to the common linguistic overlap 
between corporeal and metaphorical blemishes.  
The theory of maternal impressions supports the collaborative relationship 
between the mind and the surface that underscores physiognomy. Unsurprisingly, 
Lavater also takes up the ‘imaginationist’ theory. The following passage appears in 
his Physiognomy,  
Could a woman keep an accurate register of what happened, in all the 
powerful moments of imagination, during the state of pregnancy, she then 
might, probably, be able to foretell the chief incidents, philosophical, moral, 
intellectual, and physiognomical, which should happen to her child.442 
                                                             
441Daniel Turner, De Morbis Cutaneis, p.179.  
442 J.C. Lavater, Essays on Physiognomy; For the Promotion of the Knowledge and the Love of Mankind, 
trans. Thomas Holcroft, Volume 3, London: printed for G.G.J. and J. Robinson, 1789, p.161. 
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Turner and Lavater both credit the maternal imagination with vast, transformative 
powers. Expectant mothers appear to govern the appearance of their children. This 
not only applies to the maternal imagination during gestation, it extends to maternal 
fantasy and maternal practice once the child is born. The maternal impression shifts, 
finding new ways to mark the skin, physically (with cosmetics and clothes) and 
emotionally (through acts of shaming and humiliation). This alerts us to the bigger 
issue at stake for the proponents of maternal impressions, the aforementioned 
authors of ‘dressing room poetry,’ and, more generally, the masculine voice of which 
they are emblematic: the shift in power that occurs when the body is understood to 
be altered by the feminine imagination.  
Marie Hélène Huet points out that ‘the maternal imagination erased the 
legitimate father’s image from his offspring and thus created a monster.’443 And this 
erasure of the father’s image fuelled fears of a broader usurpation of paternal 
authority, which was underpinned, in part, by cuckoldry anxieties. However, as we 
saw in chapter 1, medical theories of conception and generation also informed this 
fear, notably, the ‘ovist’ theory of generation that proposed that the ovum was the 
source of human generation. (In contrast, animalculists argued it was the sperm.) 
The ovist theory generally prevailed over the ‘animalculist’ theory during the 
eighteenth century,444 prompting Jessamyn Jackson to persuasively argue, ‘…[the 
popularity of] ovist theories reinforce[s] the notion of women’s tremendous control 
over the process of reproducing human beings; not only does the mother make the 
crucial first impressions on a child’s mind, she provides the child’s human identity in 
the first place.’445 The confluence of the theory of maternal impressions and the 
ovist theory of conception reveals a pattern in the medical tradition that figured the 
mother as the author of life. This is plainly reflected in William Harvey’s Anatomical 
Exercitations on the Generation of Animals, in which he likens the uterus’s formation 
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of the ova to the brain’s formation of ideas.446 Effectively, the foetus was an ‘idea’ 
produced by and developed within the uterus-mind. Lavater appears to be gesturing 
to this, when he suggests that, were women to keep a ‘register’ of the ‘all powerful 
imagination,’ they would be able to foretell their child’s future. Lavater views writing 
as a tool through which mothers could transform imaginative possibility into certain 
knowledge, and this process invites a comparison to novel writing itself. The 
invitation was taken up by conservative commentators such as Hannah More when 
discussing women’s novel writing at the end of the eighteenth century. More asked, 
‘Who are those ever-multiplying authors, that with unparalleled fecundity are 
overstocking the world with their quick-succeeding progeny?’447  
BURNEY AND EDGEWORTH 
One answer to More’s question would be, Frances Burney and Maria Edgeworth, 
both of whom were prolific ‘scribblers’ who began experimenting with narrative 
composition in their early adolescence. This resulted in the production of significant 
amounts of juvenilia (though Burney burned hers in 1767) and an ongoing 
fascination with the mechanics of fiction, reflected in their shared interest in theatre 
and playwriting. As adults, their novels were wildly popular and gained their 
admittance into London’s fashionable literary coteries (such as Streatham House); 
these connections, as well as familial ones, were maintained by prodigious letter 
writing throughout their lives. Reading Burney’s and Edgeworth’s juvenilia and 
letters is a productive framework for thinking about their novels. Accordingly, 
examples from this body of work will be interwoven with readings of two of their 
more canonical works, Evelina and Belinda. 448 
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In the close readings that follow I draw upon the theories of physiognomy 
and maternal impressions as a point of departure and expand this discussion by 
focusing on acts of subversion and collusion between women, placing particular 
emphasis on the maternal relationship that underpins each novel. Both Burney and 
Edgeworth spotlight this relationship through surrogacy. In the case of Evelina this is 
represented by the relationship between Madame Duval and Evelina (a 
grandmother/daughter relationship), while Belinda makes use of a protégé 
arrangement between Belinda and Lady Delacour. Each surrogate mother-daughter 
relationship comes into strife because of the mother character’s sexual jealousy. 
Madame Duval’s ‘beau’ (Monsieur Du Bois) proposes to Evelina, and Lady Delacour 
believes Belinda has designs on her husband, Lord Delacour. This parallel 
demonstrates the rivalries that the sexual economy was capable of establishing 
between women, even those with filial connections. My discussion of the two novels 
together casts Duval and Delacour as textual counterparts: both are characterised as 
older but still physically attractive (and sexual) women who are addicted to 
fashionable behaviour and dress. Their sexual corruption, that is to say their desire, 
threatens the reputations of their respective surrogate-daughters and this failure of 
maternity is made visible through various instances of marked skin.  
A notable parallel between Evelina and Belinda is that both heroines are 
orphans, without mothers to (fore)tell their stories. The absence of both biological 
mothers enables a double surrogacy: both internally, as discussed, (Duval and 
Delacour), and externally, in the form of Burney and Edgeworth. The novelist-
mother’s imagination supplements that of the lost mother; it is they who ‘keep an 
accurate register of what happened’ and ‘foretell the chief incidents, philosophical, 
moral, intellectual, and physiognomical’ in the character-daughters.449 In this way, 
the major relationship in each text is triangulated, between Burney-Duval-Evelina 
and Edgeworth-Delacour-Belinda, resulting in multiple layers of maternal guidance 
and narration that develop feminine morality, virtue, and character. Burney and 
Edgeworth are entangled with the fictitious maternal surrogates, so that the 
critiques, via Duval and Delacour, of cosmetics and fashions that obfuscate the 
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readability of the skin are not straightforward conservative satires against female 
dress.  
Burney’s and Edgeworth’s prolific lettering-writing and journaling, significant 
facet of their literary production, offer useful means of contextualising readings of 
their prose. The two examples that are considered next recount bouts of illness 
experienced by their younger sisters, Susanna Burney and Lucy Edgeworth. Susanna 
Burney was about twenty years old when she suffered from jaundice. As noted in 
the introduction, in the eighteenth century jaundice was thought to be an 
obstruction of humoral matter, specifically ‘bilious juice,’ which caused a 
discolouration of the skin.450 According to Turner, ‘[the bile] returns into the Blood, 
and by the capillary Vessels transuding into the Skin, tinges the same of this golden 
or yellow complexion.’451 Because Turner’s understanding of jaundice is informed by 
humoral medicine it suggests that jaundice was symptomatic of a behavioural (as 
well as physical) disorder: in particular, emotional distempers and imbalances. Upon 
Susanna’s recovery (in May 1776) Burney wrote her a poem, titled: ‘To Sue on her 
recovery From the Jaundice.’ The poem opens with ‘a compliment to yellowness,’ 
‘When the Crocus & Snow-drop their white have display’d/ Come the Primrose & 
Cowslip, in Yellow array’d.’ ‘& all, like my Susan, in Jaundice appear.’452 Of these 
opening lines, Margaret Doody argues, ‘This is one of Burney’s very few references 
to flowers; she was never given to describing prettiness. It is typical of her that she 
connects the natural with the social, and … the pretty with the ugly, spring flowers 
with disease.’453 This early poem, written privately to her favourite sister, makes use 
of imagery that highlights the loss of beauty to illness and time, which became a 
reoccurring preoccupation of Burney’s novels. While it is true that Burney only 
infrequently writes about the natural world, references to the ‘bloom’ proliferate 
throughout her later writing and, more significantly, so do satirical contrasts 
between blooming and non-blooming complexions.  
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If we consider the final verse of ‘To Sue,’ we find an early example of 
Burney’s scepticism towards the bloom. The final verse reads,  
To give my Susan her vigour and face.   
May her blood and her juices resume their right course! 
& to make her cheek blooming & pleasing her smile, 
Be her Face like her heart free from gall and from bile! 
May the Roses and Lillies which now just appear 
In her countenance nod & laugh all the year!454  
The first couplet reveals Burney’s knowledge of humoral medicine; she makes 
explicit reference to the medical explanation of jaundice. In the second couplet, 
however, she challenges this theory (and by extension, the male authority and 
knowledge that reproduces and upholds it) when she claims Susanna’s emotional 
disposition is ‘free from gall and bile.’ The poem closes with a return to flowers as 
‘roses and lillies’ reappear ‘in her countenance.’ Rather than abandoning the ‘bloom’ 
metaphor, Burney expands it by drawing on its broader network of associations. 
Flowers ‘in bloom’ are tied to springtime and, by invoking a seasonal interpretation 
of the bloom, Burney suggests that a women’s bloom may also be cyclical, thus 
upsetting the rigid irreversibility of the lost bloom metaphor.   
Edgeworth’s sister Lucy suffered an ongoing sickness from around 1821 to 
1824. At some point prior to August of 1821 she suffered an acute relapse that 
threatened her bloom.455 The following excerpt is taken from a letter Edgeworth 
wrote to her friend Miss Carr, in which she discusses Lucy’s fading bloom. Edgeworth 
writes,   
My Aunt Charlotte Sneyd is better, and Lucy is now recovering from a late 
relapse; how terrible to see the bloom of youth fading and wasting like hers, 
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and to know that perhaps years more must pass before she can rise from this 
bed of trial.456  
Edgeworth’s use of ‘wasting’ implicitly imagines female skin in economic terms, 
acknowledging that a damaged complexion placed women at a disadvantage. A 
vibrant and healthy complexion materially affected a woman’s chances of making a 
good match and was a vital form of currency within the marriage market. Women 
without fortune, intelligence, or virtue were able to make incredibly advantageous 
marriages, a fact that was fixed in the late eighteenth-century popular imagination 
through celebrity cases such as the Gunning sisters (Maria and Elizabeth were poor 
Irish sisters who married an Earl and Duke, respectively) and Elizabeth Chudleigh 
who married both an Earl and a Duke. Instances such as these clearly made an 
impression on late eighteenth-century novels, Mansfield Park’s Lady Bertram was 
born into the obscure Ward family, but her beauty operates as a passport into the 
landed gentry, enabling her to marry a baronet. Madame Duval, too, exemplifies this 
pattern, as she rises from poverty to the wife of a wealthy gentleman. It is important, 
then, that we do not underestimate the bearing that healthy, youthful skin had on a 
woman’s life. In this light, Lucy’s bloom may be interpreted as being misspent in the 
sickroom, when it should be exchanged in the marriage market. A surface unmarred 
by illness was essential currency that could only be considered appropriately spent 
when it was invested in an alliance that ensured long-term financial security. The 
relationship between health and commerce was significant, both in the way that a 
woman’s skin was commodified and traded (as indicated here), but also as it 
contributed to developing women into consumers.  
The act of describing the complexion as either blooming or non-blooming (for 
the latter there was an expansive lexicon: pallor, sallow, and sodden are just a few 
examples) can be interpreted as an attempt to sustain the dichotomies of young and 
old, healthy and diseased and (when emotion ‘heightened’ the bloom), modest and 
shameless. The overlap between a blooming complexion and blushing was 
popularised by moralists such as John Gregory, who claimed, ‘when a girl ceases to 
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blush, she has lost the most powerful charm of beauty.’457 Gregory ties the blush to 
modesty and innocence; its absence is associated with a loss of modesty, precluding 
older (more socially adept women) claiming that virtue. Gregory continues,  
Blushing is so far from being necessarily an attendant on guilt, that it is the 
usual companion of innocence. This modesty, which I think so essential in 
your sex, will naturally dispose you to be rather silent in company, especially 
in a large one.458  
Gregory’s model of propriety limits the ways in which women can occupy social 
space as it promotes an association between self-assertion and immodesty. This is 
reflected immediately in the characterisation of Duval and Delacour, who both have 
to manoeuvre precariously between the possibility of a secure reputation and public 
utterance. Further, the above passage has implications for Burney and Edgeworth as 
writers. Burney, we know, had a fraught relationship with her work (the destruction 
of her juvenilia and short lived pledge to abandon writing because of its impropriety 
are indicative of this). In contrast, Edgeworth positioned herself as a moralist, which 
may have been a way of circumventing the tensions between the desire to write and 
notions of propriety that affected Burney.  
Burney expressed this fear in her Journals. Upon Evelina’s publication she 
recorded feelings of trepidation about her novel being poorly received:   
…pray Heaven may spare me the horror irrecoverable of personal abuse! Let 
them criticise, cut, slash, without mercy my book, and let them neglect me; 
but may God avert my becoming a public theme of ridicule!’459  
Burney imagines her work in corporeal terms.460 Here she likens the text to skin that 
the critic can ‘cut’ and ‘slash.’ John Wilson Croker, writing for the Quarterly Review, 
furthered the skin analogy in his review of Burney’s final novel. He writes, 
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The Wanderer has the identical features of Evelina – but of Evelina grown old; 
the vivacity, the bloom, the elegance, “the purple light of love” are vanished; 
the eyes are there, but they are dim; the cheek, but it is furrowed; the lips, 
but they are withered.461 
The distinction between women’s skin and their imaginative, intellectual and 
emotional capacities (signified here by Burney’s novel writing) is a slippery one. In 
the above review the critic unfavourably compares Burney’s final novel to her first, 
gesturing to the circulation of an analogy ‘between an entertaining smoothness of 
style and the attractive smoothness of female skin.’462 The following sections 
examine Burney’s and Edgeworth’s representations of dressing and undressing, 
focusing on the ways in which self-adornment could serve as a means of claiming 
authority within the eighteenth century’s visual economy. Furthermore, it scrutinises 
the extent to which costuming enabled women to cultivate artificial complexions 
that counterfeited ‘smoothness,’ in order to thwart both Burke’s ‘ordinary man’ and, 
as suggested by the above quotation, the literary critic.  
EVELINA  
Much of Evelina’s plot is generated by the relationship between Evelina and her 
various guardians. Over the course of the novel Evelina is passed around: in the first 
volume to Lady Howard and the Mirvans, in the second volume to Madame Duval 
and, in her words, the ‘low-bred and vulgar’ Branghton family, and finally in the third 
volume to Bristol with Mrs Selwyn (a respectable widow who is both rich and witty, 
representing a middle-ground between Lady Howard and Madame Duval). In 
tandem with this circulation, she also relies precariously on her guardian the 
Reverend Villars, pursues legal acknowledgement by her biological father Sir John 
Belmont, and hopes to marry Lord Orville. These lines of maternal and paternal 
guidance intersect most forcefully when Duval and Villars struggle for authority over 
Evelina. Their conflict reflects the novel’s broader interest in exposing tensions 
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between different interpretations of and governance over female behaviour. Julia 
Epstein has argued:  
“Propriety,” indeed, is one of Burney’s key words in Evelina, and the 
conjunction in Evelina between propriety and property informs much of the 
plot: the heroine must struggle for self-ownership.463  
Equally, though, Burney’s writing considers the conjunction between propriety and 
property in Duval and, by extension, Burney herself. The novel fully explores the 
struggle experienced by the mother-author as she endeavours to maintain 
possession of her creative production. It also enquires into the propriety of doing so, 
which is perhaps a reflection of the circumstances of its publication (birth). Burney, 
conscious of the impropriety of publicity, concealed the manuscript from her father, 
had her brother approach a publisher in her stead, disguised her handwriting, and 
ultimately published anonymously. Evelina, like its heroine, entered the world as an 
orphan.  
Burney’s writing both perpetuates and critiques codes of female propriety. In 
Evelina, she is able to destabilise paternal instruction and subvert the conventions of 
female educational conduct. This is in part achieved by the novel’s alignment of 
conduct literature with non-religious codes of behaviour such as the assembly guide. 
By highlighting the mutual interest of these genres (the policing of women’s 
behaviour) Burney undermines the moralist tone of conduct manuals, positing that 
these are merely another device through which men attempt to regulate the way 
women inhabit social and domestic space. The most overt allusion to the conduct 
tradition is the Reverend Villars who closely resembles Gregory. Gregory encouraged 
the theory that moral deficiencies manifested as physical blemishes. In the following 
passage, he considers ‘dissipation’ (a word that is frequently associated with the 
fashionable manners of the ton) to be a particular failure amongst women: 
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The natural vivacity, and perhaps the natural vanity of your sex, is very apt to 
lead you into a dissipated state of life, that deceives you, under the 
appearance of innocent pleasure; but which in reality wastes your spirits, 
weakens all the superior faculties of your minds, and often sullies your 
reputations.464 
Villars writes a similar passage in a letter to Evelina. He too criticises her 
participation in fashionable ‘dissipation’ and hopes that she remains ‘unsullied.’ In 
his words, ‘… the dissipation in which I find you are involved, fill me with uneasiness 
… My heart trembles for your future tranquillity. ─ Yet I will hope everything from 
the unsullied whiteness of your soul….’465 Here Villars’s use of ‘unsullied’ purchases 
Evelina’s purity by borrowing from the broader discourse that envisioned feminine 
transgression as stains or blemishes upon an otherwise pure, white skin. However, 
Burney circumvents a straight endorsement of Villars when she equates his attitude 
with the rules of assembly. Near the close of her first London excursion, Evelina (in a 
letter to Villars) laments, ‘But, really, I think there ought to be book, of the laws and 
customs à-la-mode, presented to all young people upon their first introduction into 
public company.’466 Her wish magnifies her apparent naivety because such books (or 
at least pamphlets detailing the rules of assembly) not only existed, they clearly code 
social interaction in Evelina and often serve as the measure of Evelina’s social 
failures. Evelina, in fact, recalls these rules after inadvertently breaching propriety 
the first time she attends a ball: 
A confused idea now for the first time entered my head, of something I had 
heard of the rules of an assembly, but I was never at one before, ─ I have only 
ever danced at school, ─ and so giddy and heedless I was, that I had not 
considered the impropriety of refusing one partner, and afterwards accepting 
another.467  
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This illustrates first of several gaps in either Evelina’s knowledge or memory 
regarding the rules of conduct in fashionable society. These gaps are significant, as 
they provide Evelina with interpretive space that enables her to manipulate social 
situations so that they better suit her desires. For example, in the above instance she 
avoids dancing with Mr Lovel (an ‘ugly fop’), instead dancing with the desirable Lord 
Orville. In contrast, when the customs à-la-mode are explicit there are no such 
opportunities. An incident that occurs after attending the opera illustrates this. 
Evelina leaves her group of ‘vulgar’ companions (Duval and her cousins the 
Branghtons) in order to re-join the Mirvans. However, the heaving crowd makes this 
impossible and, consequently, she is left without an appropriate guardian. These 
circumstances impel her to accept the rakish Sir Clement Willoughby’s offer to 
convey her home to the Mirvan residence on Queen Street, without a female 
chaperone. Although Evelina is alert to the impropriety of accepting Willoughby’s 
offer, he is able to persuade her by marshalling competing rules of conduct. Evelina 
insists on trying to find someone from the Mirvan party, but Willoughby argues, ‘you 
will not go into the pit yourself [to find Mrs Mirvan] … and it is impossible for me to 
go and leave you alone.’468 Evelina responds: ‘The truth of this was indisputable, and 
totally silenced me,’469 and as the scene continues Evelina describes her body in 
increasingly restricted terms. She is ‘suspended,’ ‘deliberating,’ and ‘stopped,’470 
revealing the stifling possibilities of weaponised rules of conduct.  
Villars’s attitude is further undercut when it is augmented by the ‘gross’ 
Captain Mirvan. Mirvan, like Villars, borrows phrases from conduct literature, 
however he selects the most aggressively patronising examples. During a 
conversation at the theatre he speaks directly over Evelina and Miss Mirvan, 
claiming, ‘… they are a set of parrots, and speak by rote, for they all say the same 
thing: but ask ’em how they like making puddings and pies, and I’ll warrant you’ll 
pose ’em.’471 ‘Making puddings and pies’ was, of course, a trope of conduct manuals 
for appropriate female behaviour. Having Mirvan refer to it highlights the misogyny 
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that underlines the instructions given by conduct manuals and enables Burney to 
indirectly challenge Villars’s voice also. The similarity between Mirvan and Villars is 
further reinforced by their constant denigration of Madame Duval. Duval is 
introduced via letters exchanged between Lady Howard (Miss Mirvan’s 
grandmother) and Villars (their correspondence comprises the first seven letters of 
the novel). These letters initiate the novel’s apparent condemnation of Duval. Villars 
writes, ‘Madame Duval is by no means a proper companion or guardian for a young 
woman: she is at once uneducated and unprincipled; ungentle in her temper, and 
unamiable in her manners.’472 Duval, according to Villars, represents a complete 
failure of maternity. She also embodies criticisms of the novel itself. The 
characterisation above mimics the language deployed by eighteenth-century critics 
of the novel form, especially those who argued that they made dangerous 
companions for young women. 
CAPTAIN MIRVAN’S ‘SPORT’ 
The correspondence between Villars and Lady Howard alerts the reader to Duval’s 
problematic reputation and seemingly encourages us to partake in her 
condemnation, paving the way for Captain Mirvan’s subsequent assaults. As readers, 
we actually meet Duval at the same time as Evelina, on a London street after Evelina 
sees the ‘Fantocini’ [sic].473 Duval is lost and her anonymous voice alerts us to her 
presence: ‘When it [the Fantocini] was over, while we waited for the coach, a tall 
elderly woman brushed quickly past us, calling out, ‘My God! What shall I do?’’474 
Duval’s question, of course, is relevant beyond her immediate predicament. It is the 
question asked repeatedly by Evelina; it is the question that the authors of conduct 
manuals imagine they are being asked, and (as this scene indicates) even wealthy 
widows (women with the most agency in eighteenth-century England) can be 
reduced to asking it in certain circumstances. 475 In Duval’s case, these circumstances 
are repeatedly orchestrated by Mirvan. 
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Why Mirvan so severely dislikes Duval is ambiguous, though it seems to stem 
from the fact that she defies categorisation. When Mrs Mirvan insists that the family 
assist Duval she says, ‘pray let us take the poor lady into our coach. She is quite 
alone, and a foreigner ̶ .’476 Mirvan retorts, ‘She’s never the better for that,’…‘she 
may be a woman of the town, for anything you know.’477 The couple are each half 
correct in their assumptions. Duval’s origins have already been revealed by Villars: by 
his account she was originally a tavern-girl (which is sexually suggestive) and it seems 
that she was originally English but moved to France and remarried, thereby acquiring 
a French name.478 Now, however, Duval’s clothes, overuse of rouge (‘she paints too 
high’), and her pidgin of French and English confuse the conventional signs through 
which she might be classified. Instead, she straddles categories, being both English 
and French, and simultaneously a widow (respectable) and a ‘lady of the night.’ In 
this light, Mirvan’s subsequent physical attacks become violent modes of 
interpretation and domination. They are attempts to reify the conflicting personas 
that Duval presents and humiliate her into submission.  
Mirvan’s first attack occurs as the family attempts to make its way home 
from Ranelagh. The carriage breaks down during a storm and in the chaos that 
follows, Mirvan trips up Monsieur Du Bois (a Frenchman, who is visiting London with 
Duval) as he is assisting Duval from the carriage. The scene is recited from Duval’s 
point of view: ‘… down we both came together, all in the mud; and the more we 
tried to get up the deeper we got covered with the nastiness – and my new Lyons 
negligee, too, quite spoilt!’479 Reacting to the sight of Duval after her fall, Mirvan 
laughs and scrutinises Duval’s appearance with a candle so that ‘he might have a 
more complete view of her disaster.’480 Duval is provoked and responds by dashing 
out the candle and spitting in his face, actions that, 
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seemed immediately to calm them both, as the joy of the Captain was 
converted into resentment, and the wrath of Madame Duval into fear; for he 
put his hands upon her shoulders, and gave her so violent a shake, that she 
screamed out for help; assuring her, at the same time, that if she had been 
one ounce less old, or less ugly, she would have had it all returned on her 
own face.481  
This scene can be read as an allegory for the dynamics between male authority and 
female bodies more broadly. Mirvan’s inspection of Duval’s muddied body, 
exaggerated by his use of a candle, highlights the degree to which women are 
scrutinised, while Duval’s spit embodies the attempts made by women to respond to 
their critics and detractors. Her attempted insubordination is quashed by Mirvan’s 
physical violence and verbal threats, and reading this scene in light of Burney’s 
journal entry (‘let them cut, slash without mercy’) we can further surmise that this is 
the resistance that women who engage critically with masculine authority encounter. 
Seeing Duval the day after this assault, Mirvan describes her appearance as ‘draggle-
tailed’ (a slang term for untidily dressed, with sexually dubious undertones), which, 
like Walpole’s earlier use of mob, aims to insult by criticising dress and drawing 
parallels between the appearance of a gentlewoman and a prostitute. In addition to 
these encounters between Mirvan and Duval, Burney collapses the distinction 
between gentlewoman and prostitute in two other episodes. The first occurs at 
Vauxhall, when Evelina herself is mistaken for an ‘actress’ by aristocratic rakes in the 
garden’s dark walkways, and the second occurs at ‘Marybone’ gardens, where 
Evelina and Madame Duval mistake actual prostitutes for ‘ladies of quality.’482 
The morning following the puddle episode Duval invites Evelina to her house 
and receives her in her private chamber. Evelina recounts that, ‘She lamented, very 
mournfully, the fate of her Lyons silk, and protested she had rather parted with the 
rest of her wardrobe, because it was the first gown she had bought to wear upon 
leaving of her weeds.’483 The satire of this scene is derived from Duval’s misplaced 
mourning. She grieves the loss of her silk negligee rather than her recently deceased 
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husband, attaching sentimental value to the garment that she obtains after 
prematurely ‘leaving of her weeds.’ This is one of the novel’s most subversive (and 
proto-feminist) acts. In refusing to wear mourning Duval defies standards of 
propriety, which considered it appropriate for middle-aged women to mourn their 
husbands indefinitely. Not only does she unapologetically enjoy clothing (which we 
might read as a general way of accessing agency), she explicitly engages clothing to 
reject patriarchal authority. This becomes clearer when we recall the overlaps 
between propriety and property that animate Burney’s writing. By making a point of 
Duval mourning the loss of her property but not her husband, Burney implies the 
inverse; which is that Duval celebrates her possessions as it signals that she is no 
longer property herself.   
Such celebration of dress is continually denounced as vanity in conduct 
literature and so Mirvan continues to punish Duval. His next ‘sport,’ in which he 
literally dismantles Duval, takes the form of an elaborately staged highway robbery. 
Duval’s assault and abandonment in this scene exemplifies the intense violence that 
permeates Evelina. Evelina describes Duval’s appearance after the assault as follows: 
her linen was torn; her negligee had not a pin left in it; her petticoats she was 
obliged to hold on…. She was covered with dirt, weeds, and filth, and her face 
was really horrible, for the pomatum and powder from her head and the dust 
from the road, were quite pasted on her skin by her tears, which, with her 
rouge, made so frightful a mixture, that she hardly looked human.484 
Here ‘ditch’ has a double meaning. Not only is Duval violently abandoned in a ditch, 
she unintentionally ‘ditches’ her face. ‘To ditch’ was a verb that meant ‘to smear, 
daub, plaster, impregnate, especially with dirt.’485 Duval’s make-up is conflated with 
the ‘dirt, weeds, and filth’ in the ditch. The mud that covers Duval in this scene 
becomes the figurative representation of the aspersions cast upon her by Mirvan 
and Villars. This scene conflates Mirvan’s acute anti-French sentiments with his 
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misogyny, and the final degradation of Duval’s rouge (which makes her ‘hardly look 
human’) is the means through which he relieves these feelings.  
This assault also ruins Duval’s wig and cap, leaving her without a headdress. 
In order to rectify this Evelina recommends that she borrow a cap from Lady Howard. 
Duval rejects this outright, exclaiming, ‘Lady Howard, indeed! why, do you think I'd 
wear one of her dowdies? No, I'll promise you, I sha'n't put on no such 
disguisement.’486 Duval’s appropriation of the word ‘dowdies’ clarifies her attitude 
towards clothing. She uses it here as a noun for Lady Howard’s cap, however, the 
word ‘dowdy’ was more commonly an adjective used to describe unfashionable 
older women. To Duval, clothing and the body are inextricable and from her 
perspective, Lady Howard and her cap are both dowdies. Duval and Lady Howard are 
ostensible doubles: both are wealthy widows and both are grandmothers (to a pair 
of best friends). However, Lady Howard is respectable and lives in genteel country 
retirement, the appropriate lifestyle for an old woman. Duval, on the other hand, 
refuses to submit to this expectation. When she rejects the ‘dowdy’ she does not 
merely reject a hat, she rejects a mode of corporeal fashioning, an action that places 
her and Lady Howard at opposing ends of the spectrum of appropriate conduct. In 
her own words, she refuses a ‘disguisement’ that she equates with domestic 
obscurity and, moreover, her erasure from the social and economic spheres of 
London and Paris. This suggests that the country house represses the older woman 
(we can recall Walpole’s treatment of Montagu here), whereas these urban spaces 
enable her to assume a significant degree of independence and pleasure.  
After this prank Evelina again meets Duval in her chamber and listens to her 
give an account of all her ruined clothes. It is here that the reader is given a 
description of Duval’s ruined cap and the reason she was wearing it: ‘Now you must 
know this was the becomingest cap I had in the world, for I’ve never another with 
pink ribbon in it; and to tell you the truth, if I had n’t thought to have seen M. Du 
Bois, I’d no more have put it on than I’d have flown.’487 Duval’s cap is fashionable 
and, significantly, it is worn with the specific intention of being sexually appealing to 
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a man. She actually articulates this desire, breaking her speech with a subordinate 
clause (‘and to tell you the truth’), which signals the types of revealing conversations 
that could occur between women in the dressing room. As Chico’s work has shown, 
the dressing room is a crucial space within the eighteenth-century domestic novel. 
Evelina and Duval repeatedly return to this space and, as we shall see, Delacour’s 
‘mysterious boudoir’ offers her a recuperative space and retreat from the burdens of 
constant performance. Chico has argued that, ‘women's privacy in the eighteenth-
century dressing room … threatened to imitate the paternalistic order that the 
gentleman's closet had embodied for over three centuries.’488 This is certainly true of 
Duval’s relationship with her dressing room, which decentres masculine authority by 
enabling her to evade men’s scrutinising looks.  
HATS AND ROUGE 
Burney contrasts women’s private dressing room conversations with the male 
conversation that dominates public places. Evelina features two conversations, in 
particular, which echo Mirvan’s sport in their derision and invasiveness. In each of 
these conversations the chief speakers are Captain Mirvan, Sir Clement Willoughby, 
and Lord Orville (the novel’s hero). The first of these conversations occurs at 
Ranelagh and concerns hats, while the second occurs at the theatre and concerns 
rouge. The first conversation is initiated by an exclamation made by Duval. She cries, 
‘‘It’s quite a shocking thing to see ladies come to so genteel a place as Ranelagh with 
hats on; it has a monstrous vulgar look: I can’t think why they wear them for. There’s 
not such a thing to be seen in Paris.’’489 Sir Clement Willoughby and Captain Mirvan 
are quick to respond. Sir Clement says, ‘‘I must own myself no advocate for hats; I 
am sorry the ladies ever invented or adopted so tantalizing a fashion; for, where 
there is beauty, they only serve to shade it, and where there is none, to excite a 
most unavailing curiosity.’’490 The Captain replies, ‘‘Most likely … they were invented 
by some wrinkled old hag, who’d a mind for to keep the young fellows in chance, let 
them never be so weary.’’491 This conversation is mirrored by an incident recorded 
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by Burney in a letter written to her sister Susanna Phillips and close friend Frederica 
Locke in 1792 in which the hat remains a source of fashionable misdirection. When 
writing Evelina during her early twenties Burney seems ambivalent about this 
practice; she neither endorses the attitude advanced by Mirvan nor defends the 
practice of the women. At forty, however, her support is more explicit. The subject 
of the letter is Lady Frances Crewe, a society hostess and famed London beauty. 
Burney writes,  
she had a veil to her Bonnet half down, and with this aid, she looked, still in a 
full blaze of beauty! I was wholly astonished. Her bloom, perfectly natural, as 
high as that of Augusta Lock, when in her best looks, and the form of her face 
so exquisitely perfect, that my eye never met it without fresh admiration. She 
is certainly, in my Eyes, infinitely the most completely a Beauty of any woman 
I ever saw. I know not, even now, any female in her first Youth who could 
bear the comparison. She uglifies everything near her.492  
For Burney the veil and bonnet are imbued with immense transformative powers. 
Lady Crewe’s bloom, at forty-four, is said to rival Augusta Lock who was seventeen. 
This presents a radical adjustment of the conventional limits of the bloom. The 
image of Crewe recalls Susanna; both appear to have non-exhaustive blooms. There 
is an overtly literary quality to this letter. Throughout the passage it is possible to 
trace an almost poetic quality in the alliteration, repetition, and lavish praise of the 
female subject. Moreover, in the hyperbolic contrast of a middle-aged lady with 
teenagers, the manufacturing of a verb in uglifies, and the oxymoron of old-looking 
young, Burney seems intent on flaunting the production of the text. By dismantling 
the prose in this way Burney draws attention to the absurdity of the idealised bloom 
of youth.  
Burney goes on to write ‘Her son was with her. He is just of age, and looks 
like her elder brother! He is a heavy, old-looking young man.’493 Part of the problem, 
then, seems to be that women’s maintenance of their looks troubles the appearance 
of men. Burney recognises this and uses the knowledge to satirise the male 
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preoccupation with female looks. In Evelina she draws comparisons between the 
above conversation between gentlemen and the behaviour that Evelina encounters 
at a milliner’s shop. The scene reads, 
At the milliners … what most diverted me was, that we were more frequently 
served by men than by women; and such men! so finical, so affected! they 
seemed to understand every part of a woman’s dress better than we do 
ourselves; and they recommended caps and ribbands with an air of so much 
importance, that I wished to ask them how long they had left of wearing 
them.494 
The way that gentlemen discuss hats, with authority and presumed knowledge of 
women’s intimate dressing practices, matches that of the milliner’s. This implicit 
resemblance between fashionable men and professionals recurs later in the novel 
when Evelina hears another group of London fops (this time Lovel is one of the men) 
discuss food with so much presumed authority that,  
had I not known they were men of rank and fashion, I should have imagined 
that [they] … had all been professed cooks; for they displayed so much 
knowledge of sauces and made dishes, and the various method of dressing 
the same things that I am persuaded they must have given much time, and 
much study to make themselves adept in this art … they were, at once, dainty 
and voracious, [and] understood the right and wrong of every dish….495 
‘Various methods of dressing’ and ‘they themselves adept in this art’ are both highly 
suggestive phrases that could be adapted from conversations regarding female 
clothing. Through such characterisation, Burney builds up a repertoire of men who 
are devoid of any real occupation yet pose as expert, and, in so doing, illustrates a 
society in which leisured men with nothing better to do attempt to professionalise 
criticism. Arguably, the abundance of conduct literature and periodicals that critique 
women’s dress is a formal codification of this practice. The irony of this scene is 
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complete when the reader realises that it is men, not women, who misspend their 
time and therefore require instruction.   
Sociable masculine discourse reinforced the attitudes of conduct literature, 
as illustrated in the following conversation about blooms and blushing. The 
conversation begins with Lovel antagonising Evelina by drawing attention to her 
obscure origins. He then asks, ‘though [London air is] foreign to that [which] you 
have been accustomed to … I hope [it has not] been at variance with your health?’ 
Before she is able to answer, Orville interjects, ‘could not your eye have spared that 
question?’, sparking a debate about the artificiality of rouge. Lovel responds first, 
insinuating that Evelina’s colour is the product of rouge, ‘‘O, my Lord,’ answered he, 
‘if health were the only cause of a lady's bloom, my eye, I grant, had been infallible 
from the first glance; but–’.’ He is interrupted by Mrs Mirvan who defends Evelina: 
 ‘Come, come,’ cried Mrs. Mirvan, ‘I must beg no insinuations of that sort: 
Miss Anville's colour, as you have successfully tried, may, you see, be 
heightened; but, I assure you, it would be past your skill to lessen it.’ 
‘Pon honour, Madam,’ returned he, ‘you wrong me; I presumed not to 
infer that rouge was the only succedaneum for health; but, really, I have 
known so many different causes for a lady's colour, such as flushing-anger-
mauvaise honte-and so forth, that I never dare decide to which it may be 
owing.’ 
 ‘But,’ said Lord Orville, ‘the difference of natural and of artificial colour 
seems to me very easily discerned; that of nature is mottled and varying; that 
of art set, and too smooth; it wants that animation, that glow, that 
indescribable something, which, even now that I see it, wholly surpasses all 
my powers of expression.’ 
Mrs Mirvan’s quick defence of Evelina is an exemplary moment of female collusion. 
Her interjection here not only repels Lovel’s looks and commentary, it recalls the 
three women’s (Mrs Mirvan, Miss Mirvan, and Evelina) arrival in London and the first 
idyllic week that they spent ‘a-shopping,’ dressing, and socialising together. 
Significantly, it was Mrs Mirvan who encouraged the ‘Londonization’ of Evelina’s 
appearance, and was adamant that they transformed themselves, through cosmetics 
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and dress, in order to fully participate in London’s social scene.496 Burney’s invention 
of the term ‘Londonize’ may be seen as a challenge to the dominant notion that 
cosmetics were a French vice. That women’s dress required particular alteration in 
town also implies that the fashions and behaviour that they encountered there 
warranted cosmetic fortification. This scene itself is illustrative of this: Evelina and 
Miss Mirvan are compelled by propriety to sit and listen Lovel and Orville’s 
conversation, the confined space of the theatre box emphasising their forced stasis. 
As objects of male conversation, it is likely that they would change colour from 
either anger or humiliation, but the presence of rouge makes this alteration difficult 
to detect. Cosmetics come to provide a portable privacy that conceals emotional 
distress from an unsympathetic male audience.  
The male concern with cosmetics, and other luxury goods, may also be due to 
the expressions of power and desire that it made available to women. As noted 
above, Montagu repeatedly refused to purchase expensive cosmetics and clothing, 
so much so that she began to subvert standards of modesty by dressing in a way that 
was construed as slovenly and sexually suspect. Additionally, cosmetics, like other 
goods, could be coveted and desired, offering a substitute to traditional 
heterosexual desire. Cosmetics went further than other consumer goods because of 
the intimate connection they have with the female body. They also enabled the 
queering of relationships between men (as implied by the characterisation of the 
milliners) and created enclosed relationships between women who helped dress and 
undress each other.   
This suggests a context for reading the phrase ‘catch –em at the glass’ that is 
repeated in the novel. The phrase is linked to the Branghton siblings, Evelina’s vulgar 
cousins. First the sisters catch Miss Mirvan and Evelina at the glass: 
Miss Mirvan and I were dressing for the opera … what was our surprise to see 
our chamber door flung open, and the two Miss Branghtons enter the room! 
They advanced to me with great familiarity, saying, ‘How do you do, Cousin? 
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– so we've caught you at the glass! – well, I'm determined I'll tell my brother 
of that!’497 
Later Evelina is directed by Branghton junior to catch Miss Branghton and Polly: 
‘hurrying us into the house, he said to me, “Come, Miss, you shall go upstairs and 
catch 'em, –I dare say they're at the glass.”’498 By tying the act of ‘catching’ women 
in the toilette (and the repeated link to Branghton junior hints that this is a peculiarly 
male obsession) to these vulgar, ‘low-bred’ relations, Burney insults the male critic, 
who becomes tainted by association. The violent invasions carried out by the 
Branghtons devalue, for example, Jonathan Swift’s earlier dressing room poetry and 
vilify acts of voyeurism that attempt to ‘out’ women.  
THE RULES OF THE ASSEMBLY 
Another of Horace Walpole’s letters deriding Lady Mary Wortley Montagu’s 
appearance and behaviour provides a lens through which we can read Burney’s 
characterisation of Duval’s dancing at a public assembly. Walpole wrote,  
[Scandalised] with Moll Worthless [Montagu], who knows no bounds. She is 
at rivalry with Lady W—— for a certain Mr. ——, whom perhaps you knew at 
Oxford… the poor man will be frightened out of his senses when she shall 
break the matter to him; for he never dreamt that her purposes were so 
naught. Lady Mary is so far gone, that to get him from the mouth of her 
antagonist she literally took him out to dance country dances last night at a 
formal ball, where there was no measure kept in laughing at her old, foul, 
tawdry, painted, plastered personage.499  
This passage is taken from a letter written by Horace Walpole to his friend Richard 
West. West and Walpole both belonged to a Cambridge based fraternity the 
Quadruple Alliance, along with Thomas Aston and Thomas Gray, exemplifying, once 
again, the way these critiques were circulated amongst men. Montagu was fifty-one 
when the events described here occurred, putting her at the same age as Duval. 
Walpole’s immediate concern is that Montagu ‘knows no bounds,’ suggesting that 
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she not only disregards the strictures of propriety, but that she also does not regard 
the limits of her body. The metaphorical boundary imposed by her ‘old, foul, tawdry’ 
skin does not regulate her behaviour, instead she continues to flirt and dance with 
her much younger lover. The end of the passage ridicules Montagu’s ‘personage,’ 
the use of the term referencing not just her figure, but also her position, both as 
member of the aristocracy, and as wife and mother. When read back against the 
opening description of Montagu as ‘Moll Worthless,’ these bookending titles expose 
Lady Montagu as a person whose surface and behaviour are incommensurate, but 
they also betray the anxiety Walpole seems to have felt upon witnessing this 
discrepancy. 
Similarly, while at a public assembly in Hampstead, Duval dances rather than 
attending in the role of chaperone. Evelina writes,  
I was, however, by no means pleased, when she said she was determined to 
dance a minuet. Indeed, I was quite astonished, not having had the least idea 
she would have consented to, much less proposed, such an exhibition of her 
person… During this minuet, how much did I rejoice in being surrounded only 
with strangers! She danced in a style so uncommon; her age, her showy dress, 
and an unusual quantity of rouge, drew upon her the eyes, and, I fear, the 
derision of the whole company.500 
Evelina adopts the position of spectator, which enables her to censure Duval’s 
improper conduct. This role reversal forces the audience to scrutinise Duval’s 
behaviour, drawing attention to her aged body as it assumes its place on the dance 
floor, creating a bizarre switch that sees the young and viable Evelina sit the dance 
out. More seriously, Duval’s behaviour, when viewed in this light, maps Evelina’s 
displacement very neatly, and the scene becomes an allegory for the wider anxieties 
ignited by improper, and potentially destabilising, female sexualities. Duval’s dancing 
while Evelina sits out is a disordered version of events, in which, an old woman 
displaces the young woman and eclipses her from public attention (albeit not to her 
dissatisfaction). This disorder mirrors a more general fear of female sexuality, 
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particularly when it operates outside of established hetero-domestic narratives. In 
dancing, Duval, and Montagu do not merely breach unspoken expectations; they are 
in direct contravention of clearly defined rules of the assembly. 
An example, and probably the most widely circulated, were the rules laid out 
by Robert Nash during his time as Master of Ceremonies at Bath and, later, at 
Tunbridge Wells.501 Nash’s eighth rule was, ‘That the elder ladies and children be 
contented with a second bench at the ball, as being past or not come to 
perfection.’502 Montagu and Duval, being past perfection, should sit out, both at the 
assembly and in social and public spaces more generally. The rules that govern 
participation in the minuet and country-dances mimic the rules that govern women 
in life. When Duval and Montagu act out, they interrupt this progression and 
damage the structures that uphold, and regulate, the cycle of a woman’s life. In 
contrast to Duval, the first ball that is described in Burney’s third novel Camilla is 
attended by ‘an elderly lady, who, [was] wholly employed in examining and admiring 
the performance of her own daughters….’503 Both the placement and occupation of 
this ‘elderly lady’ are markedly different to that of Montagu and Duval who both 
usurp younger women in their quest for a place on the dance floor, violating the 
rules of assembly. The lady on the bench is devoted to the task of promoting the 
interests of her daughters (she ‘sees nothing else’). 
Critically, during this scene Evelina ‘rejoices’ that she is surrounded by 
strangers, in spite of the fact that throughout the novel, the risk of separation 
threatens to undermine Evelina’s safety, first at the opera, then at Vauxhall. In both 
places she is exposed to the real threat of sexual violence. Previous interactions at 
the public assemblies have also involved incidents, threatening her reputation, if not 
her physical safety. Here, however, proximity to strangers permits dissociation from 
Madame Duval, and the humiliation such a connection would create. Duval is, 
ostensibly, humiliated by the gathered assembly; however, this is refracted through 
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Evelina’s ruthlessly critical eye. The whole crowd laughs at Duval’s ‘age … showy 
dress, and … unusual quantity of rouge’ which ‘drew upon her the eyes, and … 
derision of the whole company.’504  
SYMPATHY FOR DUVAL 
Burney’s attitude towards female conduct is notoriously slippery, something that is 
starkly mirrored in her own life as a self-punishing female author. Just as her burning 
of The History of Caroline Evelyn suggests that the teenage Burney struggled to 
choose between her desire to write and internalised expectations of female 
propriety, so too does the twenty-six year old novelist of Evelina hesitate fully to 
endorse the assaults made upon Duval’s body. This stance is mirrored by Evelina, as 
she vacillates between feelings of disgust and more sympathetic responses: the 
multiple instances of violence she witnesses generally prompt her to refer to her 
grandmother as ‘poor Duval.’ This final section on Evelina hopes to interrogate these 
discrepancies as they play out in the novel’s third and final volume. Duval is notably 
absent from the third volume; she is invoked only by Mirvan who asks Evelina, ‘pray 
how does old Madame French do?’505 In some respects, we can attribute Duval’s 
absence to a sympathetic act on Burney’s part, as her removal from the story 
protects her body from the violent textual ruptures that define the Bristol sequence. 
In The Pleasure of the Text (1973), Roland Barthes envisions the text as fabric, 
and makes specific use of the term ‘narrative seam.’506 Within the vocabulary of 
textiles, the seam is the line along which the edge of two separate pieces of cloth are 
brought together, in his analogy: narrative seams create collisions between 
‘antipathetic codes.’507 The antipathetic codes that define much of Burney’s work 
are sociability (with a focus on cohesion and propriety) and violence. Evelina’s final 
volume continues the pattern established by the first two volumes, namely, the 
overarching tone of social propriety and convention, via what Epstein terms Burney’s 
‘surface plots.’ 508 The surface plot of the third volume is comprised of a fashionable 
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season spent in a spa town (Bristol) and the final union of Evelina and Orville. 
However, these scenes of politeness, domesticity, and romance are constantly 
interrupted by aggressive forces. There is an air of tension between sociability and 
violence in Burney’s writing, and the risk of disorientating, genre disrupting outburst 
is ever-present. The singularly abrasive violence that marks Burney’s plots was even 
remarked upon by her contemporaries. For instance, Charlotte Heywood, the 
thoroughly pragmatic heroine of Jane Austen’s Sanditon, recalls Camilla’s 
circumstances and dismisses them as beyond realistic. Austen writes,  
[Charlotte] had not Camilla’s Youth, and had no intention of having her 
Distress,   ̶ so she turned from the Drawers of rings and Broches, repressed 
further solicitation and paid for what she bought.509 
Charlotte is able to simply resist spending money on jewellery that she cannot afford. 
These kinds of practical, everyday modes of resistance are repeatedly depicted as 
impossibilities for Burney’s heroines, who find their mobility and capacity for 
independent decision making stifled.  
The first of two markedly violent assaults against the undesirable surface is a 
race between two old women. The women are made to run in order to settle a bet 
between Lord Merton and Mr. Cloverly, men of fashion who are introduced in the 
third volume.510  Merton, announces his contempt for old women early, saying to 
Evelina, ‘I don’t know what the devil a woman lives for after thirty: she is only in 
other folks’ way.’511 It comes as no surprise when he has no qualms forcing the old 
women to race, an action that can be interpreted in light of his earlier sentiment as a 
means of finding a cruel function for these, to his mind, otherwise obsolete figures. 
Beatriz Palomo notes that the race reduces the women to animal conditions, as ‘they 
are made to compete for the profit and vanity of their sponsors.’512 Palomo’s 
identification of vanity is illuminating, as it reaffirms the sense (as with Frances 
Crewe’s ‘old looking young’ son) that these women were being assessed, partly in 
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the way their appearances impact the looks of men. So even though the vanity that 
is gratified in this scene is, in part, to do with winning the bet, the broader 
implication is that satisfaction is derived from the animalistic reduction, and the 
contrasting self-elevation, that this scene achieves. And we do get the sense that 
both Merton and Coventry, as well as the other spectators, really do derive an 
exalted feeling of superiority during the race. Evelina records the scene as follows: 
 …the two poor old women made their appearance…I could feel no sensation 
but that of pity at the sight. However this was not the general sense of the 
company, for they no sooner came forward, than they were greeted with a 
laugh from every beholder.513  
The soundscape reverberates with unrestrained, carnivalesque laughter just as it did 
when Montagu and Duval took to the dance floor, and this contributes to the overall 
degradation of these bodies. Bakhtin’s image of the mother in his theorisation of the 
caesarean provides an interesting lens through which to view both the dance floor 
and race scenes. He writes, ‘The caesarean operation kills the mother but delivers 
the child. The representatives of the old but generating world are beaten and 
abused. Therefore, the punishment is transformed into festive laughter.’514 We can 
trace connections between Burney’s old women and Bakhtin’s image of the dead 
mother. Nash’s rules of assembly, Mirvan’s sport, and most recently, the wager are 
all examples of abuse against the ‘generating world.’ Rereading Montagu and Duval’s 
dancing in this light reveals a desperate attempt to resist this fate.  
We can amplify the image of a sympathetic Burney by considering Duval’s 
escape from Mirvan who, as a result of her absence, is forced to redirect his 
aggression towards Lovel. As mentioned above, Mirvan signals his interest in Duval 
the instant he arrives in Bristol, immediately asking after her. His query reminds the 
reader of his obsessive fixation with Duval, an obsession that has a violent sexual 
element to it. He quickly follows up his question with an overtly sexual naval-pun, in 
which he compares her body to a ‘good ship’ that ‘won’t flinch at seeing service.’515 
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Mirvan is incapable of reform, and so the only way of preserving Duval is to remove 
her and exact revenge on her behalf, and Burney makes it abundantly clear that this 
final explosion of violence (one that essentially ends the novel) is direct retaliation. 
The ending is marked by a final prank on Mirvan’s part, this time against Lovel. The 
substitution (Lovel for Duval, and old women generally) is announced when Mirvan 
notices Lovel’s excessive use of pomatum and suggests that he would be buoyant in 
water. Mirvan encourages the group to participate in a wager (betting on whether or 
not Lovel would float) to be determined by tossing him in a pool. This ‘ducking’ 
would distort and ridicule Lovel’s body in a similar way to that in which Mirvan’s first 
prank impacted Duval; moreover, the explicit call for a wager echoes the earlier 
incident and threatens Lovel with the same humiliation experienced by women. 
While the wager does not manifest, Mirvan satisfies his violent urges by 
orchestrating an elaborate prank later in the evening. He dresses a monkey in the 
costume of a fop and suggests that he is discovered Lovel’s ‘twin-brother.’516 Lovel 
responds by asking Mirvan what he means, to which he replies, ‘why only to show 
you in your proper colours.’517 With this, Burney makes a final emphatic statement 
on the connoisseur: they may ape the professional critic in actuality, however, they 
are merely ‘a monkey! full dressed, and extravagantly à-la-mode!’518 
BELINDA  
Edgeworth’s novel opens with a letter from Mrs Stanhope to her niece Belinda. 
Before signing off she includes the following comment, ‘I have covered my old carpet 
with a handsome green baize, and every stranger, who comes to see me, I observe, 
takes it for granted, that I have a rich carpet underneath it.’519 Through Mrs 
Stanhope, Edgeworth announces the text’s interest in veiling and concealment. 
Belinda’s initial title (during composition) was ‘Abroad and at Home.’ This temporary 
title, as noted by Susan C. Greenfield, ‘[demarcates] an opposition between the 
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public, or artificial, female self and the private, or genuine, one.’520 And when we 
think about this in conjunction with Mrs Stanhope’s letter, it seems as if the private 
and ‘genuine’ self is somehow a lesser or degraded self.  
Mrs Stanhope is quickly established (and dismissed) as a fundamentally 
mercenary woman whose principal interest is ‘catching’ rich husbands for her many 
nieces. One of these nieces (a Mrs Tollemache) is disparaged by an unnamed 
fashionable gentleman during a drawing-room reception. He remarks, ‘…what had 
she, in the devil’s name, to set up with in the world, but a pair of good eyes.’521 The 
‘fine eyes’ trope circulated throughout the eighteenth century; an early example can 
be found in issue forty-one of The Spectator. Richard Steele ventriloquises the 
concerns of a duped husband, writing, 
I have a great Mind to be rid of my Wife, and hope, when you consider my 
Case, you will be of the Opinion I have very just Pretensions to a 
Divorce…[the reason being] Error Personæ, when a Man marries a Woman, 
and finds her not to be the same Woman whom he intended to marry, but 
another. If that be Law, it is, I presume, exactly my Case. For you are to know, 
Mr. Spectator, that there are Women who do not let their Husbands see their 
Faces till they are married. 
Not to keep you in suspence [sic], I mean plainly, that Part of the Sex 
who paint. They are some of them so Exquisitely skilful this Way, that give 
them but a Tolerable Pair of Eyes to set up with, and they will make Bosoms, 
Lips, Cheeks, and Eye-brows, by their own Industry…. [My wife’s] Skin is so 
Tarnished with this Practice, that when she first wakes in a Morning, she 
scarce seems young enough to be the Mother of her whom I carried to Bed 
the Night before. I shall take the Liberty to part with her by the first 
Opportunity, unless her Father will make her Portion suitable to her real, not 
her assumed, Countenance….522 
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This letter expresses the concerns of a fictitious husband, who believes himself the 
dupe of an artful wife. He then demands due reparation for this deceit, namely a 
divorce or a larger dowry, which emphasises the idea that physical attractiveness 
was a legitimate currency within the sexual economy. In this case deficient looks can 
be supplemented directly by increased dowry, that is, remuneration through money, 
or luxury items. A similar demand is reflected in the bill allegedly proposed in 
parliament in 1770 that suggested women who use cosmetics in order to ‘impose 
upon, seduce and betray into matrimony’ would ‘incur the penalty of the law…and 
that the marriage upon conviction shall be null and void.’523 While the genuineness 
of this bill is highly debatable (there is no record of it in parliamentary archives) the 
mythology itself is a valuable indicator of the extreme reactions that cosmetics 
elicited amongst men. Combined, these two narratives represent a very real concern: 
that is, when women paint, men cannot see, and this challenges the assurances 
offered by physiognomy. 
MASKING CHARACTER  
The first two chapters of Belinda describe the events of a masquerade. Although 
marked by a degree of moral panic, and deemed a site of Libertinism by its critics, 
the masquerade was a hugely popular social practice in eighteenth-century England. 
It provided a space in which new and temporary skins could be donned. By opening 
Belinda with a masquerade Edgeworth forces her characters into costumes, the 
corollary of which is confusion and the confronting knowledge that everyone is 
presenting a version of themselves that is artificial and temporary. The novel’s 
dubious hero Clarance Hervey attends the ball dressed as a serpent, and this allusion 
to fall mythology provides a blueprint for Edgeworth’s exploration of gender and 
duplicity, especially within romantic partnerships. Hervey’s costume is described as 
follows: 
… he had exerted much ingenuity in the invention and execution of a length 
of coiled skin, which he had manoeuvred with great dexterity, by means of 
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internal wires; his grand difficulty had been to manufacture the rays that 
were to come from his eyes. He had contrived a set of phosphoric rays, which 
he was certain would charm all the fair daughters of Eve. He forgot, it seems, 
that phosphorous could not well be seen by candle light. When he was just 
equipped as a serpent, his rays set fire to part of his envelope, and it was with 
greatest difficulty that he was extricated.524 
This passage explicitly connects English costume and social practice with the fall. 
Edgeworth’s rendering of the romantic hero as literally embodying the serpent 
subverts the traditional gendering of the fall, suggesting that duplicity might be more 
correctly (or at least equally) associated with masculine performance. Hervey is 
hoping to impress his female audience, relying on chemical effects rather than 
cosmetics. Significantly, the major site of his ‘charm’ is his costume’s fantastic eyes, 
inverting the aforementioned cliché that all a woman requires to seduce a man is a 
pair of fine eyes.  
Hervey’s duplicity manifests throughout the novel in his various romantic 
entanglements. He casually flirts with Lady Delacour, genuinely admires Belinda, but 
all the while is secretly betrothed to a mysterious young woman. His inconsistency 
problematises his hero status and the skin he wears in this scene marks his duplicity. 
A further overlap between Hervey and stories from Edgeworth’s childhood is his 
likeness to Thomas Day. Hervey adopts a girl, whom he renames Virginia, in order to 
educate her as the perfect wife. Day provided the model for this experiment as he 
adopted two girls and educated them according to the standards prescribed by 
Rousseau. Edgeworth expresses scepticism towards the educational principles that 
Hervey represents. The phosphorous reaction misfires resulting in the complete 
disintegration of his snakeskin and the failure to charm the ‘fair daughters of Eve.’525 
As the relationship between Eve and the serpent was founded on an educational 
transaction (the serpent offered Eve fruit from the tree of knowledge) the 
breakdown of Hervey’s costume precludes the seduction of the female audience and 
indicates Edgeworth’s rejection of Hervey’s mode of educating.  
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THE VEIL 
Before examining the way that the veil functions in Belinda, it is important that we 
trace the history of this garment. Christian Knirsch points out that the veil possesses 
both a ‘material presence’ and ‘symbolic implications.’526 Building on Knirsch’s point, 
my reading of Lady Delacour’s veil aims to foreground the prosaic nature of the cloth 
when assimilated into the English lady’s wardrobe. For an English audience, the veil 
was already familiar within contexts such as weddings and mourning periods, 
settings that tacitly linked the cloth to feminine sexuality, modesty, and emotion. 
However, the veil was gaining traction outside these ritual contexts. Montagu’s 
writing, in particular, works towards a deconstruction of the veil as either ritual, 
exotic or gothic, thus setting the precedent for domestic veiling. As discussed in the 
introduction, Montagu spent a considerable period of time in Turkey while her 
husband was the British Ambassador to the Ottoman Empire. Upon her return she 
introduced the practice of inoculation to England, encouraging mothers to exercise 
their prerogative as principal caregivers and inoculate their children. Montagu’s 
influence over feminine interest and sensibility extends further still if we consider 
the way in which her letters invite the image of the veiled woman into domestic 
reading circles and work towards establishing a non-suspicious narrative. In her 
letters she describes the appearance of Turkish women, saying no woman would 
appear without ‘two muslins… [and] a thing they call a ferace which no woman of 
any sort appears without. This has straight sleeves that reaches to their fingers ends 
and it laps all round them, not unlike a riding hood.’527 We can see already that this 
image is quite disconnected from the gothic veil. Montagu begins with an emphasis 
on the two muslin cloths that make up the key elements of the Turkish veil. In 
spotlighting this cloth Montagu creates an immediate association between the cloth 
of the Turkish women and the fashions of London. Maxine Berg’s work on 
eighteenth-century luxury and consumption patterns indicates that during this 
period there was a rising demand for clothing textiles, chief amongst which was 
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muslin.528 Berg’s research shows that by the end of the seventeenth century the 
Dutch and English East Indian trading companies were importing a million pieces of 
oriental cotton each and that this trend continued well into the eighteenth century 
with Bengal muslins and Coromandel chintz becoming the ‘new luxury textiles.’529  
In her comparison between the Turkish ferace and the English riding cloak, 
Montagu seems to be gesturing towards an even more overt likeness between 
Turkish and English wardrobes. This is not to say that Turkish and British fashions 
were in any way interchangeable; however, by considering these associations we can 
begin to notice the veil’s more domestic associations, for women of the ton at least. 
Edgeworth highlights this in a letter that she wrote to Mrs Lushington:  
It is beautiful! My Dear Mrs Lushington – Just the sort of Veil Fanny wished 
for, and has been wishing for, as she tells me, these three years… I think it 
very cheap, moreover; I had laid my account in paying six guineas or so for a 
handsome black veil; now this being only £4:10:0, I say to myself that I have 
saved the difference, and may lay out the saving anyway I please. And you, 
my dear friend, are doomed to lay it out for me – if you please – in six pair of 
silk stockings with cotton tops and cotton feet…530 
This letter positions the veil amongst the absolutely mundane inventory of domestic 
life. Edgeworth lays out her budget for the reader, and indicates that she is 
pleasantly surprised by the veil’s inexpensiveness.  
The presence of the veil in the English wardrobe enables a way of thinking 
about textiles as a type of synthetic skin that enhances a woman’s appearance and 
imparts regenerative possibilities. The temporal nature of clothing was a source of 
tension for commentators, as the ease with which it could be stripped away 
suggested that the wearer possessed the ability to shed old skins. Eliza Haywood 
describes this process in The Female Spectator: 
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She has one motive, as I have been told by the Men, which notwithstanding, 
she would be unwilling to acknowledge, for her preferring Masquerades to all 
other public diversions; which is, that she never had a handsome Thing said 
to her outside a Vizard: Nature, ‘tis certain, has not been over curious in the 
Formation of her Features, and that cruel Enemy to Beauty, the Small-Pox, 
has rendered them yet less delicate; but with the Help of new Stays once a 
month, and straight Lacing, she has a tolerable Shape; but then her Neck 
suffers for it, and confesses, in Scarlet Blushes, the constraint upon her 
Waste: This Misfortune, however, she conceals under a Handkerchief or 
Pelerine, and a high Tucker…531 
Haywood moves from the fashions of the masquerade (vizard) to the fashions of the 
everyday (handkerchief, pelerine, and tucker) and, via this contrast, draws attention 
to the veiling practices inherent in English dress. Everyday fashions incorporate 
excess material that promises to conceal blemishes, and the vizard simply amplifies 
this. Terry Castle observes that the mask was, ‘a portable bodily accessory that, by 
obstructing visual contact, promotes an unusual sense of freedom in the person 
wearing or using [it].’532  
Haywood goes on explicitly to connect textiles to organic skins, by comparing 
women’s dress to the caterpillar’s metamorphosis.  
Even those Worms which appear most despicable in our Eyes, if examin’d 
into, will excite our Admiration:   ̶ To see how in those little Creatures Bodies 
are cased in Bodies:  ̶  How, when one Form grows withered and decayed, the 
happy Insect has another in Reserve, and, shaking off the old, appears again 
in all Freshness and Vigour of Youth:   ̶  What would a certain Lady … and 
many other antiquated Beauties, give, they had the same Power?533 
Haywood uses the popular image of the caterpillar in order to conflate female skin, 
or at least the female desire to have a skin that is unblemished by time or disease, 
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with the biological process of ecdysis. Haywood’s women wish to be able to 
rejuvenate via the shedding of an external surface. Fashion becomes remedial, 
enabling women to appear ‘in all the freshness and vigour of youth.’ The 
conspiratorial tone of the latter passage brings to the surface the dialogue that was 
going on, both between women and about women. Lucy Edgeworth uses an almost 
identical image to describe her recovery after her illness as Edgeworth recorded in a 
letter to her friend Mrs Lushington: 
You will rejoice to hear that Lucy is so much better that she is now able to 
enjoy the fresh air. She is carried out on a spring litter and placed under one 
of the trees near the house. She says that if she could compare feelings with 
a butterfly just emerging from its chrysalis state, she is sure there would be a 
great resemblance.534  
Lady Delacour relies on the rejuvenating possibilities of the veil in her attempts to 
maintain the appearance of her health and vitality in public. Just prior to the events 
of the novel, Delacour suffered an injury, which she believes to be cancerous, during 
a duel. She consulted a ‘quack’ who introduced her to opium, and who fuels her 
addiction for his own financial gain. As she oscillates between stupor and delirium 
she comes to believe that Belinda is involved in an affair with her husband. The 
jealously that this belief produces leads to the following violent scene:   
Lady Delacour pushed the table on which she had been writing from her with 
violence, she started up, flung back the veil which fell over her face as she 
rose, and darted upon Belinda a look which fixed her to the spot where she 
stood.535 
In throwing back the veil Lady Delacour tears away the layer of artificial skin that 
masks the bruising and effects of opium on her body. The violence of her 
movements can be read as an act akin to flaying. If we recall the myth of Marsyas 
(discussed in chapter 1) we can observe parallels between his and Lady Delacour’s 
experience. Marsyas challenged Apollo to a musical contest and upon losing was 
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flayed alive as punishment for his boast. Similarly, Delacour’s ‘harem-scarum’ 
manners, self-proclaimed wit, and ultimately her involvement in a duel, are attempts 
to compete with male intellect and manners, resulting in the loss of her ‘skin’ as 
punishment. In Lady Delacour’s case the act of undressing is commensurate with 
flaying and the loss of this layer exposes her laudanum-affected skin, a skin type that 
had been described as a ‘sodden cadaverous countenance.’536 This explains the 
feeling of pure terror that transfixes Belinda. She is forced to gaze upon a site of 
extreme horror as Lady Delacour’s body violates the classic taboos of nudity, 
violence, and death. 
‘HOW AM I CHANG’D! ALAS! HOW AM I GROWN/ A FRIGHTFUL SPECTRE, TO 
MYSELF UNKNOWN!’ 
These are the first words of Flavia’s monologue in Montagu’s poem ‘Saturday; The 
Small-Pox.’ The spectre that Flavia encounters in her looking glass is not just the loss 
of her beauty, it is the loss of the reflection that she had come to know as herself. As 
Jill Campbell observes, the poem meditates upon the ‘scarred woman’s suffering … 
and poses the problem ‘of the troubled placement of [Flavia’s] sense of self.’537 The 
word spectre resurfaces in Belinda: a chapter at the end of the second volume is 
titled ‘A Spectre.’ This chapter narrates the final stages of Delacour’s phantom illness. 
In order to recover she must survive a final opiate-induced delirium during which she 
is haunted by a spectral figure who she believes to be the lover that her husband 
had slain. Tormented by drugs, pain, and guilt, she resigns herself to death. However, 
it is soon revealed that the mysterious figure is, in fact, Harriet Freke, Delacour’s 
friend turned rival, who numerous scholars have read as uniting feminist impulses 
with dangerous lesbianism.538 Giving up this friendship can been seen as a rejection 
of these aberrant modes of womanhood and, consequently, the revelation that the 
tumour in her breast is a ‘mere bruise, a superficial, curable wound,’539 can be 
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interpreted as a sign of ‘Lady Delacour’s restored mental health – and her 
acceptance of her maternal position.’540 However, at the end of this chapter 
Delacour makes a speech that contradicts, or at the very least troubles, this 
conclusion. She states, 
‘I said won not tamed!  A tame lady Delacour would be a sorry animal, not 
worth looking at. Were she even to become domesticated, she would fare 
the worse … Why, if lady Delacour were to wash off her rouge … her lord 
would certainly say to her, 
So altered are your face and mind, 
’Twere perjury to love you now.’541 
While Flavia ends her monologue by turning away from her toilette (‘My toilette, 
patches, all the world, adieu!’542), Delacour reaffirms her commitment to the 
cosmetic alternation of her skin. For her, it is not the sight of damaged skin alone 
that fractures her sense of identity, it is the thought of washing off her rouge. This, 
she argues, would constitute the complete alteration of her ‘face and mind.’ Gillian 
Russell posits that corporeal (I would say cutaneous) self-fashioning represented a 
‘certain kind of freedom of speech’543 for women during the Georgian period. We 
can detect, I think, a trace of this here. For Delacour the toilette unites self-
fashioning and self-assertion, so that by the end of this chapter she no longer 
hallucinates a spectre, she becomes one instead. That is to say, she represents the 
spectre of a loud, aberrant, even monstrous woman whose skin is a product of the 
dressing room. 
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IV 
ANOMALY  
As money has the property of being able to buy anything … it 
is therefore the pre-eminent object worth having…. What I 
am and what I can do is therefore not determined by my 
individuality in the slightest…. I am not ugly, since the effect 
of ugliness, its discouraging power, is annulled by money…. 
Does my money not transform my defects into their 
opposite?544 
Tell me, therefore, what it was that caught you. Beauty? 
Fortune? Flattery? or Wit? Speak! speak! I die to know!545 
Frances Burney’s third novel Camilla, like its predecessors Evelina and Cecilia, is 
fundamentally preoccupied with female inheritance. While Evelina must prove her 
legitimacy in order to claim her fortune and her father’s name, and Cecilia struggles 
to hold on to both fortune and name by marrying in accordance to her uncle’s will, 
inheritance in Camilla is even more unusual. The novel signals its deviation by 
opening not as the young heroine makes her debut into society, but during her 
childhood. Sir Hugh Tyrold, the family’s childless patriarch, is a baronet who 
possesses ‘an unencumbered estate of £. 5000 per annum….’546 He overlooks both 
of his nephews, cousins Lionel and Clermont, favouring his nieces as heirs. Initially he 
settles the bulk of his fortune on his favourite Camilla; her time as heiress, however, 
is short-lived. Sir Hugh, while good-natured, is an incredibly irresponsible guardian. 
Juvenile himself, he indulges every child’s whim and this results in the Tyrold 
children attending a travelling fair on Camilla’s tenth birthday. His actions prove 
disastrous as Eugenia, his youngest niece, who is not inoculated, promptly contracts 
smallpox when she comes into contact with an infected traveller child. Sir Hugh 
immediately compounds Eugenia’s disfigurement by dropping her while they play on 
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a seesaw. Eugenia becomes scarred and hump-backed and these defects bankrupt 
her aesthetically, prohibiting her viability in the marriage market.547 As Felicity 
Nussbaum points out, ‘the ravages of smallpox wrought real economic 
consequences for women since the disease often destroyed their marketability for 
marriage.’548 In an attempt to reimburse her, Sir Hugh disinherits Camilla and settles 
his fortune on his youngest niece instead. Despite her new financial position, 
Eugenia is unable to negotiate her own romantic match as Sir Hugh determines that 
she should marry her cousin, Clermont. Though this plan is ultimately foiled it 
expresses a fundamental allegiance with male-preference primogeniture as the 
Tyrold fortune and estate (Cleves) would be rerouted to Clermont had the marriage 
occurred.549  
If Burney’s novels are taken as a model for the heiress narrative, The Woman 
of Colour, A Tale might be read as experimenting with the extent to which this 
formula can tell the story of a non-white woman. An epistolary novel, it is framed as 
a collection of letters sent from the heroine, Olivia Fairfield, who is the wealthy 
daughter of a white planter and a black slave, to her former governess, Mrs 
Milbanke. This general structure is occasionally interrupted by letters from other 
characters, that are strategically inserted by the ‘editor.’ Upon her father’s death 
Olivia is entitled to her inheritance, sixty-thousand pounds, on the condition she 
marry her English cousin, Augustus, and that he in turn takes the patrilineal name of 
Fairfield.550 The conditions that govern both Eugenia and Olivia’s inheritance invite 
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certain questions: most simply, what motivated both paternal figures to place such 
strictures upon their beneficiaries? The motivation that is made explicit in both texts 
is paternal guilt that is ultimately realised as literal indebtedness. Sir Hugh’s 
response when he finds out that Eugenia has contracted a severe case of smallpox is, 
‘O, if she does but get well! does but ease my poor conscience by making me out not 
to be a murderer, a guinea for every pit in that poor face will I settle on her out of 
hand….’551 Sir Hugh unequivocally links his debt to his role, and subsequent guilt, in 
damaging Eugenia’s skin, claiming that he will reimburse her for ‘every pit.’ 
Nussbaum draws a connection between the racial violence that is embedded within 
the guinea’s production and Sir Hugh’s specific mention of it here, suggesting that he 
compensates Eugenia with wealth linked to the slave trade.552 Sir Hugh’s association 
of racial violence with Eugenia’s scars is symptomatic of more general cultural and 
discursive overlaps between illness, disfigurement, and colour.  
Paternal guilt is also a key element of The Woman of Colour, which opens 
with Olivia on board a ship bound for England, while Mrs Milbanke remains in 
Jamaica, thus providing the impetus for Olivia’s correspondence. In her first letter 
she writes,  
My dear father, doatingly fond as he was of his Olivia, saw her situation in a 
point of view which distressed his feeling heart. The illegitimate offspring of 
his slave could never be considered in the light of equality by the English 
planters.553 
I see the generous intention of my father’s will; I see that he meant at once 
to secure to his child a proper protector in a husband, and to place her far 
from scenes which were daily hurting her sensibility and the pride of human 
nature!554  
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Olivia emphasises feelings in her first letter, both hers and her father’s. Mr Fairfield 
is ‘distressed’ by the treatment Olivia would receive in Jamaican society. Such 
scruples appear to be absent, however when he propels her into English society, 
suggesting that there were distinctions between the social organisation of the West 
Indian colonies and England. This reflects common late-century attitudes that 
regarded the mercantile values of the colonies, which underscored slavery, as being 
inherently incompatible with English values of liberty and freedom.555 These values 
were a source of national pride in England. Sir William Blackstone expresses as much 
in his Commentaries on the Laws of England, writing, ‘the spirit of liberty is so deeply 
implanted in our in our constitution, and rooted in our very soil, that a slave or a 
negro, the moment he lands in England, falls under the protections of the laws and 
so far becomes a freeman.’556 It is this sentiment that was ostensibly recognised by 
the Somerset decision of 1772, regarding James Somerset, a slave belonging to 
Charles Stewart, a customs official from Boston.557 Stewart brought Somerset to 
England and evidently expected his status as property to remain fixed; however 
Somerset’s escape and subsequent recapture in November 1771 challenged this 
assumption and rekindled the longstanding debate regarding the status of black 
people in England. The decision was ultimately made by Lord Mansfield, though 
primarily agitated for by Granville Sharp, and recognised that English common law 
did not support the institution of slavery, ostensibly effecting an end to the forced 
transportation of black freemen and women from England. I say ostensibly because, 
as was the case with most of the key moments in the abolition movement, the ruling 
was not this straightforward. Mansfield himself prevaricated considerably and, along 
with Blackstone, proved to be a considerable hindrance to Sharp and Somerset’s 
lawyers. Important work by Peter Fryer traces significant revisions that Blackstone 
made to his statement on the ‘spirit of liberty.’ In the second edition of his 
Commentaries Blackstone qualifies his position writing, ‘[they] become a freeman; 
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though the master’s right to his service may probably still continue.’558 This crucial 
revision remained in place in subsequent editions, leaving the status of people of 
colour in England troublingly equivocal.  
I have not included this sketch in order to assess the ethics of this case, nor to 
reconstruct a picture of life as it was experienced by people of colour in light of 
Mansfield’s ruling (though these narratives are important, and valuable research by 
historians such as Fryer and Gretchen Gerzina help to illuminate them559). Rather I 
am interested in the nation’s vested interest in the ‘patriotic image of Britons as a 
freedom-loving people,’560 even if this belief was, effectively, a delusion. The illusory 
nature of English liberty is perhaps seen most clearly in the confusion with which the 
Somerset decision was received by the general public. There was widespread 
conflation between this ruling (which only offered protection to free blacks within 
England) and abolition itself (which was actually initiated with the Slave Trade Act of 
1807 and followed up with the Slavery Abolition Act of 1833). It inevitably became 
clear that the Somerset decision did not constitute absolute freedom for black 
people; however any resulting cracks in the liberty delusion were plastered over by 
what in Freudian terms would be identified as a ‘narcissism of minor differences’ –
the sense that whites abroad (colonisers and planters) were essentially different 
from the English at home. In short, the Somerset decision intensified the perception 
of difference between England and the colonies.561 As Fryer points out, ‘toleration of 
slavery in the colonies was merely local, and wholly dependant on the colonial 
law.’562 The notion that the crudities and cruelties of the colonies were localised to 
the outposts of the empire was crucial to the maintenance of the metropolitan sense 
of moral superiority. This sentiment resounded in Westminster Hall during the 
Somerset case in the arguments put forth by Somerset’s lawyers. The barrister John 
Glynn, for instance, asserted that, ‘the moment they put their foot on English ground, 
that moment they become free. They are subject to the laws … of this country, and 
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so are their masters, thank God!’563 Glynn’s speech echoes Blackstone’s writing 
before the dubious revision was made; English soil is treated as sacred, it is able 
instantly to confer freedom upon the enslaved. Moreover, the law of England is not 
just a liberating force for those oppressed by slavery, it also corrects the behaviour 
of the unruly, unlawful (by England’s standards) colonial master, a fact that elicits a 
great sigh of relief (‘thank God!’) amongst the cultured whites residing in London.  
Olivia anticipates that there will be a difference between ‘English planters,’ 
perhaps subconsciously implicating her father, and English people: the former group 
threatens to marginalise her, while the latter appears to offer some space in which 
she might negotiate her position. Although a distinguished status could not be 
guaranteed in English society, she begins her tale with the impression that it would 
likely be more illustrious than in the colonies, where racial subjugation developed 
much faster and more categorically.564  J.B. Moreton characterises an extreme 
version of the colonial attitude when he writes, ‘in my opinion, Mongrels, though 
thirty generations distant from black blood, cannot be real whites.’565 Moreton’s 
words alert us to the fact that although Jamaican society was rigidly organised by 
colour, and that this was especially pronounced in the designations used for mixed-
raced peoples, the gradation colour system which he is rejecting here was also a 
scale that offered a measure, albeit limited and tightly controlled, of freedom and in 
some cases was the key to manumission (figure five).   
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FIGURE 5.  
B.W. Higman’s gradation diagram.   
 
Figure five is taken from B.W. Higmans’ Slave Population and Economy in 
Jamaica, 1807-1834.566 It maps the gradation of the colour of mixed children 
according to the terminology that was in circulation in Jamaica at the time of The 
Woman of Colour’s publication. Notably, to get from black to white there were four 
degrees (Mulatto, Quadroon, Mustee, and Musteephino) but to get from white to 
black there were only two (Mulatto and Sambo). According to Jamaican lineage, for a 
generation to go from white to black took half the time of those going from black to 
white, indicating that blackness was considered more inheritable than whiteness and 
for those who shared Moreton’s opinion, whiteness was not truly inheritable at all. 
Charts similar to Higman’s appear in Edward Long’s The History of Jamaica (1774).567 
Long’s text contains a chart titled ‘Direct lineal Ascent from the Negro Venter’ that is 
notable because it anchors all mixed births to a non-white mother. This chart 
delineates a particular concern for relationships between white men and non-white 
women, betraying colonial anxieties about the sexual and reproductive possibilities 
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offered by black and mixed women. This tension is registered in Olivia’s letter when 
she points out that she was the ‘illegitimate offspring of his slave.’ Olivia’s mother 
(Marcia) typifies what Roxann Wheeler identifies as the ‘domestic problem,’568 this 
being the perceived sexual threat non-white women posed in colonial society. 
Marcia and Olivia become emblematic of colonial anxieties: the slave mother usurps 
the place of a white wife, and the ensuing birth of a mixed-race child interrupts 
white lineage. Kay D. Kriz notices that the West Indian family was rarely a white one. 
Instead, married planters left their white wives in England and took black mistresses 
in the colonies, or single men failed to marry, perpetuating pseudo-marriages with 
their domestic slaves.569 Each of these instances resulted in children who were 
rendered illegitimate by both colour and their extramarital birth.  
Extreme racist terms, such as Moreton’s use of ‘mongrel,’ muddy the clearly 
delineated gradations mapped by Higman’s chart. Not only is ‘mongrel’ more 
viscerally pejorative, it also expels mixed race people from two significant systems 
from which they might derive protection, these being legal and classificatory. Being 
‘mulatto,’ as Sarah Salih points out, was not so much a descriptor of individual 
identity as it was a legal status.570 This was pivotal in colonial societies, in which 
freedom was contingent upon one’s claim to Quadroon, Mustee, and Musteephino 
status, coupled with professed Christianity. Terms like ‘mongrel’ attempt to erase 
this vocabulary and, concomitantly, the possibility of legal protection. Mongrel also 
undermined mixed-converts claims to Christianity, as the term had a long-standing 
association with people whose political or religious adherence shifted according to 
expedience. Its application in this context draws attention to the practice of Christian 
conversion in securing manumission, casting suspicion upon the sincerity of converts. 
The second system this term attempts to close off to mixed people is classificatory. 
The term mongrel is overtly degrading and censors a mixed-race individual’s access 
to language by removing terms that describe lineage and ancestry, terms that 
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(however limited) offer some degree of personhood. Mongrel is designed to 
humiliate and forcefully dehumanise those it was used against through a more usual 
association with animals. In exploiting this connotation, Moreton is not just relying 
on the common understanding of mongrel (a domesticated animal without pedigree 
or breeding), he is also alluding to, and participating in, the concretisation of white-
supremacy based racism that organised race hierarchically and even suggested that 
racial variation comprised a difference of species.  
Such ideas were amplified by the work of natural historians (discussed at 
length below), but were also discussed from a philosophical point of view. The latter 
perspective is exemplified by David Hume’s ‘Of National Characters’ (1748). This 
essay was revised in 1753 and the following footnote was added: ‘I am apt to 
suspect the negroes and in general all other species of men (for there are four or five 
different kinds) to be naturally inferiors to whites. There never was a civilised nation 
of any complexion than white….’ 571  Hume rejected the theory of climatic 
determinism (the premise that differing climactic zones influenced the appearance, 
behaviour, and cultural outputs of different peoples). Consequently this footnote 
appears to argue that, ‘nonwhites are separate from whites by nature.’572 While 
Hume never explicitly argues that other races are animals, he does propose that they 
represent a different species within the human genus.573 In Hume’s eyes non-white 
societies have, ‘no ingenious manufactures amongst them, no arts, no sciences.’574 
This alleged lack of cultural production is considered to be inconsistent with a 
coherent, stable national identity; instead these populations are characterised by, 
‘merely fluctuating desires and a chaos of accidental causes.’575 Moreton’s use of 
‘mongrel’ must be read in conjunction with Hume’s essay as it reveals the full extent 
to which this term perpetuated the erasure of certain identities. Unlike the term 
                                                             
571 Hume’s footnote to the 1753 edition of ‘Of National Characters’, forms the basis of Aaron Garrett’s 
discussion in, ‘Hume’s “Original Difference”: Race, National Character and the Human Sciences’, 
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572 Aaron Garrett, ‘Hume’s “Original Difference”: Race, National Character and the Human Sciences’, 
p.144. 
573 Ibid, p.149. 
574 Hume, cited by Aaron Garrett in ‘Hume’s “Original Difference”: Race, National Character and the 
Human Sciences’, p.130.  
575 Aaron Garrett, ‘Hume’s “Original Difference”: Race, National Character and the Human Sciences’, 
p.149. 
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person of colour, or even the extensive colonial lexicon outlined above, mongrel is 
not a term that would ever be self-designated. In addition to humiliating, then, 
Moreton’s writing establishes a sort of lexical gap, one that is entirely inhospitable to 
mixed people who, upon being forced to occupy it, find themselves alienated and 
without recourse for self-identification.  
The complexity of mixed-race character and subjectivity is a central concern 
of The Woman of Colour. Mixed parentage complicates Olivia’s skin as she is forced 
to constantly negotiate her identity between the categories of black and white.576 
Olivia’s exact lineage is never made quite clear, and this is largely due to the 
linguistic space afforded by the absence of colonial designations in England. For a 
while she gets away with vaguely describing her complexion as ‘olive,’ suggesting not 
only that she is light-skinned but that she is not black. Separation from Jamaican 
society makes it possible for Olivia to express a degree of ambivalence towards the 
categories offered by charts such as Long’s; accordingly she resists strictly mapping 
her skin in her first letter, opting instead to emphasise her likeness to both parents. 
She aligns herself with father as a feeling subject; the marginalisation she faces 
affects his ‘feeling heart’ and her ‘sensibility.’ By drawing herself as a feeling subject 
Olivia appears to be directly contradicting arguments such as those proffered by the 
travel writer Janet Schaw which claimed ‘negroes’ were suited to slavery because 
they were devoid of the mental and emotional qualities that underpinned 
suffering.577 This is significant, as it demands recognition of a shared ‘human nature’ 
irrespective of colour. And yet, she does describe her mother as both ‘a negro’ and a 
                                                             
576 Werner Sollors’s Neither Black Nor White Yet Both offers a significant study of mixed-race 
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the twentieth century), cited by Deidre Coleman, ‘Janet Schaw and the Complexions of Empire’, 
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‘sable heroine,’578 drawing attention to a complexion that is potentially darker than 
previously suggested.  A ‘negro’ mother hints that Olivia is the first generation mixed 
child, and this status is made explicit later in a discussion with Augustus, her 
intended husband, in which she refers to herself as a ‘mulatto West Indian.’579 It is 
significant that Augustus is the person to whom she betrays her possible mulatto 
status as she initially interprets the marriage clause in her father’s will as being more 
significant than safeguarding family money. According to her initial interpretation, 
the will secures her ‘a proper protector in a husband,’580 and yet it is during a 
conversation with Augustus that she is compelled to announce her mulatto status 
explicitly, thus undermining her position as a privileged light-skinned heiress. This 
revelation, then, might be read in two ways. Firstly, it is possible that the absence of 
categorical language in England, and thus from her husband’s vocabulary, is working 
against Olivia here. As Werner Sollors has shown, while the colonial caste system 
designates that a mulatto is the first generation offspring one fully black and one 
fully white parent, in conversation the usage could be more general.581 In order to 
communicate some of her identity to her future husband Olivia is forced to 
appropriate ‘mulatto’ as the available term for a mixed person in non-colonial 
English in spite of the threat it poses to her status. Secondly, this scene forecasts the 
danger Augustus poses to Olivia’s happiness and reputation when his bigamy is 
exposed and, as such, signals the text’s more general Gothic concern with 
inadequacies of patriarchal protection.     
Olivia’s mixed ancestry rendered her position in Jamaica precarious, as the 
degree of blackness a mixed-child inherited often determined their eligibility for 
manumission. Children had to be three generations removed from the ‘negro’ 
ancestor and baptised in order to escape slavery. In a way, it was the whiter 
generations (Mustee and Musteephino) that possessed the greatest disruptive 
potential, because they could be born outside of slavery, therefore requiring 
alternative social positions and accommodation. To its contemporary readers the 
                                                             
578 The Woman of Colour, A Tale, p.55.  
579 Ibid, p.92.  
580 Ibid, p.55.  
581 Werner Sollors, Neither Black Nor White Yet Both, pp.125-129. 
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title Woman of Colour would have immediately signalled Olivia’s status as a freed 
subject, since ‘person of colour’ signified a free Christian who was marked by some 
degree of black ancestry.582 The Woman of Colour complicates this dichotomy of a 
liberal-minded England that rejects the racism of the colonies. Rather than 
presenting a unified picture of England, the author suggests that there were 
contradictory attitudes towards people of colour that were shaped by competing 
factors, of which the most significant was class. For the most part, England’s 
mercantile class was less certain about freed people of colour, and abolition more 
generally, than privileged, often ‘literary’ classes. This is taken up by Nicholas 
Hudson who argues, ‘the nerve-centre of the slave trade was firmly positioned … 
within a mercantile community that literary men like Philmore, Sharp, and Johnson 
found foreign to their milieu and values.’583  
The Woman of Colour exploits these distinctions, principally through its 
critical representation of Olivia’s self-interested, mercantile relatives the Mertons, 
and the contrastingly sentimental relationships she forms outside of this familial unit. 
Her uncle (and future father-in-law) falls into the economic category, while Augustus 
straddles both economic and sentimental relations. To the Mertons Olivia represents 
the monetary value of black skin, and the marriage to which she is expected to 
acquiesce is a fundamentally economic arrangement. This further problematises her 
father’s decision to invest his money in Olivia as it literally places a price on her skin 
and insinuates the essential compatibility of black skins and the marketplace.584 
Outside of economic and sentimental interests, acceptance of her skin diminishes. 
This is expressed most clearly when she first meets her future sister-in-law, Letitia, 
and is physically rejected; ‘I believe I held out my hand, and that lady was very near 
taking it in hers; but I fancy its colour disgusted her, for she recoiled….’585  
                                                             
582 During the eighteenth century ‘person of colour’ referred to various groups of free black people, 
including free mixed-race children, black slaves who had received manumission, and mixed-race 
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584 Lyndon J. Dominique draws a connection between Mary Astell’s definition of marriage (‘the 
perfect condition of Slavery’) and Olivia’s position in the ‘Introduction’, p.36. 
585 The Woman of Colour, A Tale, p.73.  
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Similar mercantile ideas are expressed in Camilla by Mr Dubster. Dubster is 
derisively referred to as a tinker (though his precise trade or craft is unclear); he 
embodies the same self-interestedness as the Mertons and is characterised as 
parsimonious and parasitic. At the novel’s opening he has pretensions to marrying 
Camilla, whom he mistakenly believes to be the Tyrold heiress after meeting her at a 
ball (Camilla, Indiana, and Eugenia’s first ‘public appearance’).586 The next day at a 
public breakfast he continues to plague her by offering undesired commentary on 
Eugenia’s appearance. One such instance occurs when he sees Eugenia dancing, and 
says, ‘He’d [Eugenia’s partner] be in a fine hobble when he found he’d got nothing 
but her ugly face for his bargain. Though, provided she’d had the rhino, it would not 
much have signified….’587 Though Dubster is oblivious to Camilla’s feelings, the 
observation he makes is insightful. He articulates precisely Sir Hugh’s intention, that 
in making Eugenia heiress her disfigurement would cease to matter to her spouse. 
Moreover, to Dubster’s thinking, Eugenia’s desirability is wholly contingent upon her 
fortune and leaves no room in which a partner might be sexually or emotionally 
attracted to her. In his view only fortune hunters, the villains and foils of sentimental 
romance, would find her appealing. Dubster comes to represent the scheme 
concocted by Sir Hugh and tacitly endorsed by the whole Tyrold family. By relaying 
this plan through Dubster, Burney draws attention to the crudeness of the proposed 
supplement (beauty for money), and critiques this method of habilitating difference 
as one more likely to endanger than bring security.588   
Of course, Dubster does not think of fortune hunters in these terms; in fact, 
he considers the practice to be completely legitimate. He himself is living on a 
fortune amassed from two prematurely deceased wives (this suspicious fact is one of 
many gothic tremors in the novel). By the third volume, Dubster considers his 
inheritance-based fortune as indisputable claim to the status of gentleman. In his 
words, ‘I’m turned gentleman myself, now, as much as the best of ‘em; for I’ve 
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nothing to do, but just what I choose.’589 For Dubster, the key to being a gentleman 
is having leisure to squander or preserve an inheritance in ways that benefit himself; 
he never makes any pretence of generosity, patronage, or social responsibility.590 He 
imagines that money instantly ‘turns’ him into a gentleman, and while this belief is 
ultimately played for humour at his expense (the novel refuses to endorse Dubster’s 
claims to gentility, as his money does not neutralise his character flaws: he remains 
parsimonious and crude throughout the story), it also intimates that Dubster is yet 
another man in the novel’s universe who views money as transformative. As stated 
above, the only other man to share this view as strongly is Sir Hugh who, for all his 
recklessness, cannot be faulted as a gentleman. Though he demonstrates a childlike 
selfishness at times, he is ultimately 
…so generous, that he appeared to think his personal prosperity, and that of 
all who surrounded him, bestowed but to be shared in common, rather from 
general right, than his own dispensing bounty. His temper was unalterably 
sweet, and every thought in his breast was laid open to the world with an 
almost infantine artlessness.591  
While the plot is under the governance of Sir Hugh (the childhood scenes that are set 
in and around his estate can be read as being enacted under his paternal direction) a 
network of transformations proliferate. Acts of virtue transforms Camilla’s relatively 
plainer looks into beauty that rivals that of her reputedly more attractive cousin 
(‘she was grown a thousand times more beautiful than Indiana’592), as well as 
militating against a potential disparity in fortunes. Concomitantly unkindness 
renders the exquisitely beautiful Indiana ‘much less [beautiful]…from the failure of 
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good nature.’593 However, once the characters leave the insulated world of Cleves 
the system of substitution is no longer as straightforward.  
As has already been pointed out, the most significant substitution that Sir 
Hugh attempts is that of Eugenia’s physical unattractiveness with both a great 
fortune and, as an almost afterthought, an education. In spite of his arrangements, 
Eugenia is ultimately rejected by Clermont, her would be cousin-husband. This 
rejection makes it clear that money does not easily mitigate Eugenia’s physical 
defects in the eyes of her intended husband. While Augustus does submit to 
marriage with Olivia, the marriage disintegrates before the novel’s end, manifesting 
another, albeit different, form of rejection. Put differently, both novels have a 
difficult time imagining these women as marriageable heroines, though this 
perspective is not a conservative one, as will become clear. Olivia appears to 
anticipate such complications when she asks, ‘But, ah! respected Mrs. Milbanke! in 
guarding against these evils may he not have opened the way to those which are still 
more dangerous for your poor Olivia?’594 This raises questions for both Sir Hugh and 
Mr Fairfield’s motivations, the most obvious of which, as previously suggested, is 
that their reasoning likely resides in the patriarchal imperative to align the family 
fortune with the next generation of males. As neither Sir Hugh nor Mr Fairfield have 
sons, nephews are the next best option. Ensconced within this decision, and of more 
relevance to this discussion, lies a confidence that neither woman will be rejected 
because of her skin. This in turn generates questions about the acceptance, or lack 
thereof, of atypical skins during the eighteenth century and, as suggested by the 
epigraph, the transformative, or at the very least neutralising, possibilities a large 
fortune engendered. Eugenia’s and Olivia’s intended arranged marriages, neither of 
which is entirely carried off, gesture towards the fluctuating and contradictory ways 
people with anomalous skins could exist within interpersonal relationships and social 
spaces.  
Mr Tyrold (Eugenia and Camilla’s father) models this behaviour in front his 
daughters. While on an outing with her sister and brother, Eugenia is ridiculed by 
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some market women. Their barrage of insults forces her into an awareness of her 
disfigurement for the first time. 595  Eugenia becomes deeply melancholic, 
reprimanding Camilla for, ‘‘deluding [her] into utter ignorance of [her] unhappy 
defects, and then casting [her], all unconscious and unprepared, into the wide world 
to hear them!’’596 This triggers Tyrold’s ‘experiment,’ in a chapter titled ‘Strictures on 
Beauty,’ the first phase of which sees Tyrold force Eugenia to interact with her 
tormentors again. He advises her to: ‘“Throw only a shilling to the senseless little 
crew, and let Camilla follow and give nothing, and see which becomes the most 
popular.”’597 In allowing and denying Eugenia and Camilla economic independence, 
respectively, Mr Tyrold mimics one of the plot’s major mechanisms. Embedded 
within this action, however, is a complete lack of sensitivity not only towards both 
daughters’ feelings, but to the way their society actually works. That is to say, Mr 
Tyrold’s simplified parable directly takes up the paternal instinct that instigates both 
narratives, supplementing physical defect with a fortune, but fails to realise that the 
constraints governing this modelled version of the story (both that it is only a shilling 
and a peasant child) limit its capacity to forecast the events imminent to each 
daughter: that when a shilling is multiplied (‘a guinea for every pit’) it does not, in 
fact, erase Eugenia’s scars, it only makes her prey for fortune hunters. Tyrold’s 
lesson draws a false equivalency between two vastly different situations, signalling a 
degree of paternal ineptitude. George E. Haggerty touches on this in his comments 
on this passage, writing: 
This simple lesson has all the marks of cultural conditioning. Although Mr. 
Tyrold explains that his example shows “how cheaply preference, and even 
flattery, may be purchased”, it also exposes the dark underside of 
benevolence and underlines the falseness of sympathy that the novel has in 
other ways been explicitly questioning.598  
Tyrold is seduced by the idea that money is able to alleviate emotional suffering, 
purchases affection and, furthermore, ‘transforms defects into their opposite.’ Such 
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short-sightedness sees him aligned with both Sir Hugh and Mr Fairfield, and thus 
three major paternal figures are rendered both naïve and dangerously irresponsible. 
That they cannot distinguish between false and real sympathy indicates an ignorance 
of proper sentimental exchanges and so when it comes to thinking about the 
effectively gothic dangers that threaten almost every female character of 
marriageable age in both texts, a significant proportion of the blame must lie with 
them.   
 Skin both unites and distances Eugenia and Olivia. In Eugenia’s case heavy 
scarring depreciates her body, whereas Olivia’s mixed parentage codes her 
complexion as fundamentally non-white. However, as my subsequent reading will 
show, she is expressly not black either. Accordingly, the ensuing analysis of The 
Woman of Colour, A Tale resists using ‘race’ as a defining term. While studies of race 
in the eighteenth century have been consulted and certainly inform much of this 
chapter, race and skin colour were not exclusively linked. That is, for a large portion 
of the eighteenth century, skin colour was not the only, and at times not necessarily 
the most important, indicator of race. As Roxann Wheeler frames it, for most of the 
eighteenth century ‘…Britons’ understanding of complexion, the body, and identity 
was far more fluid than ours is today.’599 With that said, by the time A Woman of 
Colour was written racial categorisation had been galvanised by the works of Carl 
Linnaeus (1735), Georges Louis Leclerc, Comte de Buffon (1785-1787), and Johann 
Friedrich Blumenbach (1775): natural histories that contributed to the shift from 
cultural and national to physical markers of difference.600 As Hudson points out,  
Linnaeus, Buffon, Blumenbach, and other scholars converted the scattered 
misconceptions and antagonisms of traders and travellers into coherent 
systems. Before these authors, “racism” could exist as little more than a 
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visceral distrust of physical difference, crudely expressed in degrading images 
and outbursts of disgust.’601  
The Woman of Colour, published in 1808, came at a particularly interesting moment. 
It predates the truly hardened racial categories that would develop in subsequent 
decades of the nineteenth century, yet conceptions of racial difference were by this 
point beginning to be founded on physical difference, and so writing about black skin 
was no longer merely ‘neutrally descriptive.’602   
This is not to say that black skin was consistently valued negatively; rather it 
was a matter of competing discourses attributing value to black skin in different 
ways. The abolition movement was arguably the most prominent site for value-laden 
rhetoric. As Hudson puts it, ‘the abolitionist movement itself adopted a “racial” 
outlook on non-Europeans.’603 Pro-abolition writers often drew attention to physical 
racial differences in order to mount arguments against slavery. Hannah More 
characterises this reasoning in ‘Slavery, a Poem,’ ‘Does the immortal principle 
within/ Change with the casual colour of a skin?’604 More draws attention to a 
difference in skin colour only to dismiss such differences as essentially arbitrary 
(‘casual’), challenging discourses that rely on physical markers of racial difference to 
justify slavery. More’s reasoning might be extended to include other modes of social 
organisation too, particularly the potential validity of interracial marriages and the 
legitimacy of the children that they produce.605 Questions of legitimacy are central to 
Olivia’s narrative. Her birth and colour are the primary markers of her illegitimacy, 
which she attempts to inure against attack by emphasising her claims to English 
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citizenship and her Christian beliefs. Regardless of these claims, her legitimacy is 
continually challenged: notably when her marriage to Augustus is rendered void 
through his bigamy.  
DEFINING ANOMALY: THE LANGUAGE OF VARIATION 
It is worth at this stage unpacking the terms defect and anomaly. The term defect 
was widely circulated during the eighteenth century. In Defects: Engendering the 
Modern Body (2000) Helen Deutsch and Felicity Nussbaum argue that, ‘“defect” was 
both a cultural trope and a material condition that indelibly affected people’s 
lives.’606 In the same study Lennard J. Davis writes, 
The term disability is a categorization tied to the development of discourses 
that aim to cure, remediate, or catalogue variations in bodies. Thus, disability 
is part of a continuum that includes differences in gender, as well as bodily 
features indicative of race, sexual preference, and even of class.607  
Throughout this chapter disability discourse has been harnessed in order to produce 
readings of eighteenth-century texts interested in anomalous skins and corporeal 
instability. With that said, however, the eighteenth-century usage of ‘defect’ did not 
necessarily recognise a physical disability. Defect is often used interchangeably with 
terms such as disfigurement (which also overlaps with the aesthetic category of 
ugliness in Samuel Johnson’s Dictionary) and deformity. In contemporary criticism it 
overlaps with disability and anomaly. 
Burney’s work gives us a sense of the term’s elusiveness. When reflecting on 
her character Mrs Delville (the mother of Cecilia’s romantic hero) Burney writes: ‘I 
meant in Mrs. Delville to draw a great, but not a perfect character; I meant, on the 
contrary, to blend upon paper, as I have frequently seen blended in life, noble and 
rare qualities with striking and incurable defects.’608 This characterisation of Mrs 
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Delville models the ways in which defect can be both a physical trait and a character 
flaw. In deploying the primarily medical ‘incurable’ Burney collapses the distinction 
between physical and behavioural defects, while simultaneously gesturing towards 
burgeoning medicalisation of nervous and mental disorders. The linguistic 
entanglement surrounding ‘defect’ was not arbitrary,: rather its double meaning can 
be attributed to the widely circulated theory of physiognomy that saw physical 
defects as being attendant on, or indeed a measure of, defective morals. 
This chapter applies the definition of anomaly put forward by Nussbaum in 
The Limits of the Human. According to Nussbaum anomaly categorises 
a variety of irregularities or deviations from that which is presumed to be the 
natural order of things. The applications include a range of disabilities (for 
example, being mute, blind, lame) and of physical and mental oddities (for 
example, dark skin, pock-marked complexion, eunuchism, giantism) occurring 
naturally or caused by accident.609 
Of these ‘oddities,’ Olivia and Eugenia align with dark skin and pock-marked 
complexion, respectively. However, both novels also represent many of the 
anomalies that Nussbaum highlights here, mapped onto various bodies or even 
slipping between different bodies. This is noticeable early in Camilla, just before the 
ill-fated, body-altering trip to the fair. Camilla’s birthday begins within the apparent 
safety of Cleves. Camilla and her siblings (Lionel, Lavinia, and Eugenia), her cousin 
Indiana, and the family’s ward Edgar (Camilla’s future love interest) are all playing 
with Sir Hugh. They begin a game of dress-ups with Sir Hugh as Camilla’s mannequin. 
Accordingly,  
She made him whiskers of cork, powdered his brown bob, and covered a 
thread paper with black ribbons to hang it for a queue. She metamorphosed 
him into a female, accoutring him with her fine new cap, while she enveloped 
her own small head in his wig; and then, tying the maid’s apron round his 
waist, put a rattle into his hand, and Eugenia’s doll upon his lap.610 
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Camilla’s childish game transforms Sir Hugh’s body into a ‘grotesque figure’611 that 
amounts to a pastiche of some of the anomalies identified by Nussbaum. Sir Hugh is 
first metamorphosed into a woman, an emasculation that immediately invokes the 
anomaly of ‘eunuchism.’ This altered gendering is continued when Sir Hugh and 
Camilla swap hairpieces: she wears his wig and he wears pigtails fashioned with 
thread-paper and ribbons, hinting at the instability inherent to categories of 
difference. The model of the grotesque body is useful here as it ‘images the human 
body as multiple, bulging, over- or under-sized, protuberant and incomplete.’612 
Incompleteness goes hand in hand with notions of fluidity and mutability and is 
especially relevant to reading the ways in which skin interacts with culture, 
showcasing and sometimes even absorbing its fashions, politics, and violence. 
Burney further sustains this Rebelaisian mode by mobilising the classical trope of 
metamorphoses, which Terry Castle identifies as a ‘basic carnival theme,’ 613 
furthering the sense of foregrounding going on in the game and shoring up its 
relationship to the later scene of disfigurement.  
Though this instance is more representative of the mutability of gender 
distinctions, it announces the text’s interest in collapsing indexes of difference 
generally.614 This interest is registered by the cork-drawn whiskers that partially 
colour Sir Hugh’s skin black, invoking eighteenth-century ideas about the fluidity and 
instability of skin colour that enabled movement between different colours in 
different contexts. By the 1770s, as Wheeler notes, ‘[men] of science evinced an 
intensified interest in the origin of different complexions and in the determination of 
whether skin color was permanent or changeable.’615 From this primary question 
two essential frameworks for conceptualising racial difference emerged: polygenism 
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and monogenism.616 In 1641 Isaac La Peyère wrote Prae-Adamitae (translated into 
English 1656), grounding polygenic theory in Europe. Unlike later theorists of 
polygenism, La Peyére’s work accounted for the existence of Adam by incorporating 
the narrative of Genesis into his theory, framing it as the point of divine intervention 
that improved the human body.617 By proposing humans were divided by an innate 
and irretrievable difference of origin, La Peyére sowed the seeds for future scientists 
to categorise racial difference as a fundamental difference of origins. Many of these 
later proponents of polygenism felt less impelled to reconcile the theory of pre-
Adamite existence with Christian teaching, and consequently this theory 
experienced less currency than monogenesis during the roughly twenty year period, 
during which Biblical Genesis still exercised considerable influence on European 
thought, considered here.  
Monogenism attributed human variation to external sources, such as climate, 
self-adornment, and environment, enabling a degree of fluidity rather than fixed 
notions of bodily difference. Camilla seems to be in conversation with these ideas, 
asking, as Salih observes, ‘how stable are class, gender, nationality, – even race –
when they can be donned and discarded as easily as a bonnet or a collection of 
patches?’618 Sir Hugh’s darkened skin can be taken as an allusion to degenerative 
ideology. This trope resurfaces in Burney’s final novel The Wanderer (1814) in which 
the protagonist is said to rival Ovid in her skill for self-metamorphosising as she 
oscillates between, ‘dirty and clean; and ragged and whole; and wounded and 
healed; and a European and a Creole.’619 While this catalogue of dichotomies 
introduces normative and anomalous bodies as polarities, Burney’s interest in 
corporeal instability undercuts such neat distinctions. So although individual 
characters are sometimes invested in preserving these hard and fast categories, their 
interests are invariably thwarted by the text’s overarching paradigm.   
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The use of black makeup, and the attendant examination of racial markers, 
reoccurs in a later episode that sees Camilla attend a local production of Othello. As 
Philip C. Kolin notes, ‘Othello is a cultural seismograph, measuring the extent and 
force of gender, racial, or class upheavals in any society that performs the script.’620 
Othello certainly measures the shifting ideologies of race and difference during the 
eighteenth century.621 Audience rejection of major actors in the role, including David 
Garrick in 1744, is indicative here. Garrick’s performance was widely mocked, and 
from his letters it is clear that the combination of Venetian general’s uniform (which 
was white) and intense black makeup that he used on his face was deemed 
absurd.622 His appearance was specifically compared to that of a magpie, a bi-
coloured animal that was a longstanding symbol of mixed-race status, tracing back 
to the Medieval Christian tradition.623  Rival actor James Quinn’s incarnation at 
Covent Garden was also derided and his ‘large powdered … wig … with the black face’ 
prompted laughter amongst the audience.624 Quinn’s body stages the amalgamation 
of white and black, signified by the powdered wig (a staple of English fashion and, 
concomitantly, culture) and face paint. While in the mid-century such a hyperbolic 
rendering of racial hybridity was the subject of laughter, as the century moved to a 
close attitudes shifted and increasing paranoia over miscegenation literally 
recoloured Othello (as noted in the introduction). Most famously, Romantic critics 
Samuel Taylor Coleridge and Charles Lamb rejected Othello’s blackness, which until 
then had escaped debate.625 In 1814, Edmund Kean played a ‘tawny’ Othello at Drury 
Lane, ushering in the light-skinned Moor that would remain popular throughout the 
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nineteenth century.626  Othello’s body, to use Kolin’s metaphor, is the perfect 
seismograph for eighteenth-century racial theorisation, which throughout the 
century teetered between cultural and racial emphases. If his ‘moorish’ status left 
room for Coleridge and Lamb to negotiate his skin colour, it generated greater 
ambiguity still towards his cultural and national origins. Othello has been read as 
slipping between ‘Arab,’ African, even Spaniard, as well as Muslim and Christian 
convert. With these varied interpretations of Othello’s moorishness, his very 
blackness becomes nebulous, shedding light on the ways in which racial difference is 
inflected by politics and social readings.  
It was not just the absurdity of costumes (the surface) that undermined the 
performances of mid-century actors. The way they embodied Othello’s skin (from 
postures and mannerisms to emotional capacity) also came under scrutiny. This is 
captured in Quinn’s assessment of his rival, Garrick ‘Othello … Psa! no such thing. 
There was a little black boy, like Pompey attending with a tea kettle, fretting and 
fuming around the stage; but I saw no Othello.’627 And, when Henry Aston wrote to 
Garrick after his debut he reports that an audience member with whom he spoke 
found Garrick’s representation of emotion unconvincing. Aston writes, 
The propriety of your action he farther questioned with regard to the 
expression of your jealousy, and the indignation naturally and necessarily 
accompanying it; alleging that the little wincings and gesticulations of the 
body were much below it; that they were fitter for a man under the 
impression of fear, or on whom some bodily torture was inflicting, than one 
labouring under emotions of such tumultuous passions, which were best 
expressed by the change of countenance, the shaking of the head, and the 
swoln [sic] breast.628    
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Universal contempt for Garrick’s performance saw the Royal Theatre (Drury Lane) 
neglect Othello for a decade.629 This meant that performances were often left to 
actors, as happens in Camilla, ‘of the lowest strolling kind.’630 Strolling players were 
untrained and ill equipped, and this combination resulted in ‘burlesque’ 
performances of Othello.631 The performance that Camilla attends is of this calibre 
and its production is so crude that the costumes mirror those she used on her uncle 
while playing dress-ups. The text exploits the troupe’s inadequacies so that the 
performance takes up the concern with corporeal instability initiated by Sir Hugh’s 
transformation, as if the costumes have been transplanted from his body to the 
actors. This is immediately noticeable in the actor who plays Othello, who ‘was 
equipped as king Richard the third, save that instead of a regal front he had a black 
wig, to imitate wool: while his face was begrimed with a smoked cork.’632 Burney 
excavates the word ‘begrimed’ directly from the script, where it functions as a 
metadramatic allusion (‘begrimed and black/As my own face’633) used to describe 
both the colour of Othello’s skin and draw attention to the actor’s makeup. She 
marshals the fractured illusion offered by the original text, occasioning uncertainty 
towards racial difference while alluding to theories of degeneration that supposed 
daubing the skin created, or at least exacerbated, non-white skins. 
Burney’s imagining of Othello goes beyond calling attention to ambiguities of 
race and ethnicity: she fuses two Shakespearean characters, Richard III and Othello. 
In her reading of this scene, Nussbaum points out that Burney stages this ‘strikingly 
theatrical scene [in order to] thematically highlight the issues that underlie the 
public display of Eugenia’s body throughout.’634 At the textual level, Burney merges 
defect and colour, relying on the widely circulated Shakespearean Richard III as a 
synecdoche for defect. Henry Fielding’s Joseph Andrews (1742) gives an example of 
the makeup used to costume Richard III, which is suggestive of the kind of figure 
Burney had in mind. According to Fielding the actor appears as, ‘…a monstrous figure 
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[who] stalk’d from behind a screen, whose upper lip and eyebrows were daub’d with 
lamp-black and oil.’635 From this it appears that similar costumes were in circulation 
for both Othello and Richard III, the result of which was that the actor came to unite 
the anomalies of physical disfigurement and dark skin on the one body, a possible 
indication that these (and most likely other) anomalies were theorised along a 
spectrum which at any point threatened to overlap and potentially even collapse. At 
a socio-political level, it is not a stretch to imagine that in uniting an English monarch 
with a black body, Burney invites questions about England and empire. She colours 
Richard III black and in so doing, brings to the (corporeal) surface anxieties 
associated with England’s developing empire. The classic threat represented by 
Othello and Desdemona’s relationship is, of course, miscegenation. At this moment 
then the novel displays ‘British fears of the entanglement of race, disease, and 
degeneracy in the threat of interracial romance.’636 It is also one of the moments in 
which signifiers of difference appear to quite rigid. As already mentioned, in the 
1740s hyperbolic costumes representing black/white hybridity provoked laughter, 
but towards the latter end of the century attitudes towards race, especially mixed 
race, were notably more conservative. The period bookended by Camilla and The 
Woman of Colour (1796-1808) signifies an important period of change in which 
certain signs of difference were deemed more fixed than others. The audience can 
hear an example of this by listening closely to the actors in Burney’s Othello. Each 
player speaks in an accent that ‘betrayed their birth and parentage with the first line 
their uttered.’637 Othello proves to be a ‘true Londoner,’ Brabantio hails from 
Somersetshire, while Desdemona delivers her lines in the ‘Worcestershire 
pronunciation.’638 As Julia Epstein suggests, this hints at the possibility that some 
character traits (and their signifiers) are less flexible than others.639 In this case 
regional accents and class-inflected speech interrupt the production, curtailing the 
possibility of a cohesive narrative. In the same way, such variation undermines the 
notion of a cohesive national identity.  
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In his second metamorphosis Sir Hugh is transformed into a child, first 
signified by a rattle and then a doll that he is made ‘to nurse and amuse’ like a 
baby.640 Sir Hugh’s costume mirrors the way he behaves as an adult, that is, a child 
simulating the roles expected of an adult, namely a responsible guardian. It is 
through this mirroring that the scene develops into a macabre foreshadowing of 
Eugenia’s impending disfigurement and expounds on the ways in which bodies, and 
skin especially, can slip between the binary categories: normal/anomalous, 
functioning/impaired, and beautiful/ugly. The scene’s tension builds as the 
perpetually misbehaving brother Lionel calls ‘in the servants to see this comical 
sight.’641 By inviting the servants to partake in the private farce Lionel turns his uncle 
into a spectacle and grafts the elements of the carnivalesque onto a domestic space. 
The servants’ stares and amusement threaten to destabilise class distinctions, just as 
they do at the fairground and public assemblies later in the novel. The scene finally 
dissolves when Sir Hugh gets up to leave, saying, ‘do take away poor Doll, for fear I 
should let it slip.’642 Doll serves as substitute for Eugenia in this scene. Sir Hugh 
manages to forestall harm coming to Doll even though the conditions that govern 
the scene (the family at play and class instability) prefigure the elements that 
underpin the fairground and seesaw episodes that do succeed in disfiguring Eugenia. 
The parallel between these scenes emphasises the role of chance in Eugenia’s 
disfigurement and in anomaly more generally. The contrast between Doll’s lack of 
injuries and Eugenia’s complete alteration indicate that some contexts perpetuate 
anomaly and others do not, and Burney suggests that, for the most part, these shifts 
in circumstance are completely arbitrary.  
This should not be taken, however, as a sign of her resignation to the cliché 
‘we are all Fortune’s fool.’ Rather the operation of chance in this novel works 
towards effecting a realist framework that liberates Eugenia from the trite ways of 
encoding meaning into her appearance. Whether this is the superstitious association 
of ugly exteriors with immoral interiors, or the arguably more frustrating alignment 
of pious, self-effacing virtue with physical disfigurement, which was becoming 
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something of a convention in Sarah Scott’s fiction, Burney’s representation eludes 
contemporary models. Jason S. Farr examines the convention of virtuous 
disfigurement in his reading of Scott’s Agreeable Ugliness (1754).643 Farr argues that, 
for Scott, physical ugliness was a means of inscribing a heroine with virtue while 
simultaneously enabling them with a degree of agency. In contrast, Camilla and The 
Woman of Colour resist clear-cut alliances between exterior and interior, as they not 
only resist the ugly/immoral binary they also challenge the ugly/virtuous model. The 
sprawling cast of female characters that we encounter across both texts consistently 
challenges these archetypes, though the society that they inhabit is constantly 
attempting to circumscribe them thus. For example Indiana and Letitia are very 
beautiful but jealous, selfish, even cruel. However, the men who admire their beauty 
instantly judge them to be virtuous: ‘Does not that mouth promise every thing that is 
intelligent? Can those lips ever move but to diffuse sweetness and smiles?’644 This is 
the praise of an admirer upon his first vision of Indiana; the irony, of course, is that 
Indiana’s lips throughout the novel do little but pout, sneer, and partake in cruel 
conversations about her cousins. Similarly, the dissipated Mrs Berlinton (a young 
woman who befriends Camilla in Tunbridge Wells) is beautiful but corrupted by a 
curdled form of sensibility that turns her into an adulteress. Most significantly, 
Eugenia and Olivia are both deemed unattractive by the dominant aesthetic 
paradigms that judge beauty; however their behaviour and feelings range between 
virtuous, melancholic, self-preserving, even desiring. In short, they are permitted 
narrative space in which to express themselves as complete and individualised 
characters, rather than mere moral exemplars.  
DESIRABILITY: FORTUNES/FACES 
Understanding where Eugenia and Olivia figure within this mode of characterisation 
largely relies on determining what they actually look like. Before examining the 
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representation of each woman’s appearance, however, it is worth considering some 
of the aesthetic theories that were influencing the discussion of beauty and ugliness 
during the period. Aesthetic theory was one of the chief discourses that situated 
disfigurement and colour side by side during the latter half of the eighteenth century. 
From William Hogarth’s Analysis of Beauty to Edmund Burke’s Philosophical Enquiry, 
the proliferation of texts interrogating both the composition and experiential 
peculiarities of beauty indicates a prominent theoretical concern amongst British 
artists, philosophers, and novelists. This on-going theorisation created, or at least 
opened up room for, an accompanying dialogue on ugliness and it was within this 
companion category that the anomalous skins this chapter is interested in, namely 
Eugenia’s scars and Olivia’s colour, were discussed. This section will consider Burke’s 
discussion of beauty, ugliness, and terror before moving on to an analysis of a text 
allegedly written by a self-styled ugly person.  
In section XVI of the Philosophical Enquiry (on ‘Delicacy’) Burke writes, ‘The 
beauty of women is considerably owing to their weakness, or delicacy, and is even 
enhanced by their timidity, a quality of mind analogous to it.’645 This sentiment 
seems to alleviate the deficiencies of Eugenia’s body, which is repeatedly described 
as being ‘little,’ ‘frail’, and ‘weak.’646 However, he goes on to qualify, 
I would not here be understood to say, that weakness betraying very bad 
health has any share in beauty; but the ill effect of this is not because it is 
weakness, but because the ill state of health which produces such weakness 
alters the other conditions of beauty; the parts in such a case collapse, the 
bright colour, the lumen purpureum juventæ is gone; and the fine variation is 
lost in wrinkles, sudden breaks, and right lines.647 
Burke’s theory establishes the beautiful and sublime as mutually exclusive categories. 
The former was characterised by delicacy, gradual variation and, importantly, 
smoothness,648 while the latter was immense, disruptive, and encompassed the 
ragged (ruins, cliffs, mountains). Burke’s final clause, in particular, completely 
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disqualifies Eugenia from the category of delicacy. She emerges from her illness 
‘seamed and even scarred by the horrible disorder.’ 649  The seam’s apparent 
placement in a hierarchy ahead of scarring (which is tacked on as an afterthought, 
she is ‘even scarred’) suggests its significance. Seamed skin refers quite specifically to 
scars on the face; its origins are linked to scars acquired in violent contexts such as 
battle, but by the eighteenth century the term became closely associated with 
smallpox scars. Yet another connotation, as suggested in the previous chapter, is 
that the seam is the line along which pieces of fabric are sewn together; it belongs 
on the underside of the garment. By drawing on this association, smallpox both 
disfigures and transfigures Eugenia’s skin into fabric and, by extension of Roland 
Barthes’s argument, text itself. In his words, ‘Text means Tissue.’ 650  Barthes 
conceives the text as simultaneously organic and fabric.651 Both analogies shape his 
theory of narrative fissures: hermeneutic entry points that elicit textual meaning 
through rupture. The forcefulness of Burney’s textile imagery sets up seamed skin as 
being more abhorrent than scar tissue because it ceases to be wholly natural. The 
transfiguration of Eugenia’s skin into textile renders it, as per Barthes’s theory, at 
once living tissue and textual matter. This makes Eugenia anomalous, even 
monstrous. Eugenia’s seamed skin might be taken as a progenitor of Frankenstein’s 
creature, whose skin is pulled so taut that the muscles can be seen beneath. The 
creature is an apotheosis of unnatural tissue realised within a gothic context. While, 
Burney’s novel never fully realises a gothic conclusion, elements of gothic narrative 
constantly spill over from Eugenia’s story and threaten to displace the novel’s 
dominant sentimental mode.  
Of colour Burke writes, ‘First, the colours of beautiful bodies must not be 
dusky or muddy, but clean and fair.’652 Burke’s promotion of ‘clean and fair’ skin 
upholds the dominant preference for light, transparent skin. More importantly, his 
description of colour resembles the language used in natural histories. Here, we 
might recall Linnaeus’s taxonomy of homo sapiens in his Systema Naturae, 
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Mammalia. 
Order I. Primates 
Fore-teeth cutting; upper 4, parallel; teats 2 pectoral. 
7. HOMO. 
Sapiens. Diurnal; varying by education and situation. 
8. Four-footed, mute, hairy.    Wild Man. 
9. Copper-coloured, choleric, erect.   American. 
Hair black, straight, thick; nostrils wide, face harsh; beard scanty; 
obstinate, content free. Paints himself with fine red lines. Regulated by 
customs. 
10. Fair, sanguine, brawny.     Europeans. 
Hair yellow, brown, flowing; eyes blue; gentle, acute, inventive. Covered 
by close vestments. Governed by laws. 
11. Sooty, melancholy, rigid.     Asiatic. 
Hair black; eyes dark; severe. Haughty, covetous. Covered with loose 
garments. Governed by opinions. 
12. Black, phlegmatic, relaxed.    African  
Hair black, frizzled; skin silky; nose flat; lips tumid; crafty, indolent, 
negligent. Anoints himself with grease. Governed by caprice.653 
As discussed earlier, the work of Linnaeus was instrumental to the shift in popular 
attitudes towards racial difference. It is apparent in this taxonomy that Europeans 
are distinguished by their fair skin and clothing. In contrast, all the other races are 
united by their uncleanliness (denoted in words such as ‘sooty’, ‘anoints’, and 
‘paints’) and nakedness.  
Though Burke set the tone of aesthetic judgement, there were dissenting 
voices that contradicted the ideas put forward in his Philosophical Enquiry. One such 
voice was that of Friedrich Schiller who, in a letter to Goethe, argued that ugliness 
was a notable feature of differentiation, and that the homogeneity of beauty in art 
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and theory precluded the representation of variation in modern characters.654 
(Burke also admires variation, though he tends to fixate on awesome sites that 
provoke terror, rather than the more prosaic ugliness that might characterise a 
human form.) Schiller’s sentiment advocates a celebration of human variety, 
promoting a version of Lockean individualism. His model is of particular significance 
to novel writing, as it enables the development of characterisation that is at once 
arresting and memorable. With this in mind, it becomes possible to make sense of 
one of the more peculiar eighteenth-century clubs: the ugly face club. Ugly face 
clubs were fraternities in the mode of the century’s broader clubbing culture.655 
Though it cannot be said with certainty how pervasive these clubs actually were, we 
do know that ugly clubbing was practiced in Liverpool and possibly Oxford. 
Richard Steele wrote a fictional account of the alleged Oxford-based ugly club 
in issue seventeen of The Spectator. Steele provides a significant amount of 
‘information’ about the club, indicating that it was at least a very real popular 
imagining if not an actual society. The issue includes a letter allegedly written by a 
club member aptly named Alexander Carbuncle. The letter is framed as a response 
to The Spectator’s recent bout of reporting on British clubs, and its contents can be 
distilled into three main points. Firstly, Carbuncle claims that the club is not one that 
would be found on regular travels ‘unless it was your Fortune to touch upon some of 
the woody Parts of the African Continent….’656 Part of the motivation for this claim 
resides in the compulsion to exoticise ugliness by locating it outside of England. By 
invoking Africa, Carbuncle creates an association between ugliness and black 
complexions. Secondly, the letter recounts some of the club’s practices, which range 
from ‘entertain[ing] the company with a Dish of Codfish to giving speeches in ‘praise 
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of Æsop.’657 The latter practice bolsters the association between defect and colour as 
in eighteenth-century mythology Æsop is depicted with both physical defects, 
notably a protruding stomach, and dark black skin (figure six). Thirdly, Carbuncle 
gives a detailed account of the qualifications for membership. These are codified in 
the club’s ‘Act of Deformity,’ the first point being, 
I. That no Person whatsoever shall be admitted without a visible Quearity in 
his Aspect, or peculiar Cast of Countenance; of which the President and 
Officers for the time being are to determine, and the President to have the 
casting Voice.658 
‘The Act of Deformity’ makes it clear that the aspiring member’s ‘quearity’ must be 
visible, underscoring the apparent obviousness of ugliness to the eye. It also 
parodies the primacy of vision that underpinned Enlightenment discourse. Perceiving 
ugliness on a sensory level is the critical first step to indexing defects, yet in spite of 
this initial certainty, the ensuing definition is vague. What exactly is it that 
constitutes a queer aspect or a peculiar countenance? The Act’s silence on these 
points, as Gretchen E. Henderson notes, allows the ugly club to reflect ‘a persisting 
crosscurrent between notions of ugliness and beauty, form and deformity, and the 
wide grey area between these binaries.’659 Part of this ambiguity is embedded within 
the imprecise meaning of words like ‘aspect’ and ‘countenance,’ which belong to a 
range of words (that also includes visage and complexion) which were all descriptors 
for the body’s surface and, more expressly, the impression that this surface makes 
upon its readers.  
When it comes to aligning dark skin with ugliness, the Liverpool based ugly 
face club is less subtle, with the records indicating that a ‘Hottentot complexion’ was 
grounds for membership.660 ‘Hottentot’ was an especially hardened racial category 
used throughout the early modern period as a synonym for Khoikhoi. Research by 
Hudson and Snait B. Gissis has uncovered that people of African descent were  
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FIGURE 6. 
Porcelain Aesop figure ca. 1755. 
 
 
 
 
 
 223 
described with notable diversity in European natural history and travel writing. 
Hudson points out that Abyssinians, for example, were regarded as a learned race 
well into the late seventeenth century; however the Hottentots, were seen to 
resemble an extreme of ‘bestial degradation and partial civilisation.’661 Gissis’s work, 
on the other hand, has indicated that the seventeenth-century Dutch travel writer 
Peter Kolb treated the Khoikhoi with ‘overt sympathy,’ noting their complex social 
structures, community and kinship, and a central religion.662 Kolb emphasised that 
the Khoikhoi displayed all the hallmarks of a civilised culture.663 Gissis concedes, 
however, that this treatment was not the norm and, moreover, such treatments of 
‘Hottentot blackness’ had disappeared by the eighteenth century. For instance, 
Richard Mead tells us that they ‘are so wild and stupid, that they might seem to be 
of middle species between men and brute.’664 Arguably the most significant negative 
racialisation of the Khoikhoi occurred in the 1758 edition of Systema Naturae. In 
this edition Linnaeus introduced a second binomen, homo monstrosus, to which he 
confines several groups including the Khoikhoi.665 Furthermore, and of particular 
relevance to our understanding of Olivia and Dido’s position, by the eighteenth 
century, the term Hottentot had become irretrievably tied to black womanhood, 
specifically, the fetishisation of dark black female skin and the perception that black 
female sexuality was insatiable, even monstrous. Representations of black women 
became a recurrent motif in the sexually explicit cartoons of Hogarth and 
Rowlandson, such as ‘The Discovery’ (1743) and ‘Land Stores’ (1812). Nussbaum 
argues that actual black female bodies were rare in London before the nineteenth 
century, which suggests that these cartoons are, for the most part, based on erotic 
fantasy.666 However, the rare bodies that were encountered in the flesh, such as that 
of Sarah Baartman (the ‘Hottentot Venus’), would have reified such images. The 
spectacle that was made of Baartman suggests that even as Hottentot skin was 
desired, the sheer blackness of it was also abhorred.  
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The intensified association between blackness, ugliness, and the ‘exotic’ can 
also be attributed to Liverpool’s identity as a slave port. It was, in fact, Europe’s 
busiest slave port launching 5300 voyages between 1695 and 1807. Over the course 
of the eighteenth century the slave trade transformed Liverpool from an insignificant 
fishing town to a major commercial centre, which is reflected in its population 
growth from 5000 at the beginning of the century to 78000 by the end.667 The 
connection between the town’s clubbing culture and the black skin was realised in a 
highly literal way, as both practices shared a mutual urban location, the coffee-house. 
Coffee-houses frequently held auctions at which black children and young adults 
were put up for sale. The Liverpool Newspaper circulated advertisements for 
auctions at both the George’s and Merchant’s coffee-houses. One such 
advertisement described a young boy as ‘about 4 feet 5 inches high, Of a sober, 
tractable, humane Disposition, Eleven or Twelve Years of Age, talks English very well, 
and can Dress Hair in a tolerable way.’668 This advertisement situates a black child at 
the nexus of the wider cultural triangulation of an agreeable disposition, defect, and 
aesthetic desirability.  
To return to Oxford briefly, Carbuncle’s final criterion references instances in 
which two or more people compete for the same vacancy. On these occasions 
preference is given to ‘he that has the thickest Skin,’669 a classic skin metaphor that is 
working here along all of its iterations. Most immediately it functions in the same 
way that the expression ‘thick skinned’ does today, as an appellation applied to 
individuals who are inured to criticism. In this instance, though, the expression is 
laden with dark humour, derived from the real possibility that the candidate could 
very well possess skin that had literally been rendered ‘thick’ by a cutaneous 
disorder. The pseudonym Carbuncle makes this connection explicit and his 
membership was probably the result of Rosacea, a skin condition that causes boils to 
develop on the face. Carbuncle was a slang term for these pustules, and more 
broadly for boils and lesions that were symptoms of skin disease.  
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Carbuncle’s writing illustrates the way which ugliness was mobilised to 
empower and distinguish. I would like to query whether or not this approach to 
representation informs the characterisation Eugenia and Olivia. Though Eugenia is 
generally pegged as ugly, her appearance is constantly being altered, first by her 
childhood accidents and subsequently by social and discursive spaces that contradict 
each other. Descriptions of her vary from ‘so plain a little creature’670 to ‘mangled, 
deformed,  ̶  unfortunate Eugenia!,’671 and later ‘she entered with a bright beam 
upon her countenance, which, in defiance of the ravaging distemper that had altered 
her, gave it an expression almost celestial.’672 These drastically varying descriptions 
of Eugenia are from the perspective of Indiana, Eugenia herself, and Camilla, 
respectively. Each is governed by very different dispositions and social contexts. 
Indiana is self-centred, but in this instance has been chosen by Melmond over 
Eugenia, and in her smugness confers upon Eugenia the relatively benign, ‘plain.’ It is 
notable however, that Indiana who is noted for her vanity, self-interest, and jealousy 
(in short she embodies every cliché of the unlikable rival) should describe Eugenia in 
the most neutral terms. In contrast, Eugenia is highly self-critical and, ever since 
being verbally assaulted about her appearance, considers herself to no longer be 
‘[deluded] … into utter ignorance of [her] unhappy defects….’673 After the assault, 
she is understandably deeply upset, humiliated, and melancholy, all of which 
contribute to this view of herself. Weighing up the differing motivations of Indiana 
and Eugenia, along with their dispositions and way of interacting throughout the 
novel, it would seem that it is in fact Indiana who is the more reliable narrator of 
Eugenia’s looks. Indiana has no motivation to be generous and is never disposed to 
kindness; her opinions must therefore be seen as neutral. Finally, Camilla, 
reimagines Eugenia’s appearance through the lens of the latter’s unparalleled virtue, 
from this perspective Eugenia appears resplendent.674 This is not the only time her 
appearance is described in ‘almost celestial’ terms: the object of her true affections, 
Melmond, also sees her this light. When Eugenia sacrifices her desire and a portion 
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of her fortune to enable Indiana and Melmond to marry, her generosity and self-
sacrifice create a sentimental spectacle during which Eugenia ‘seemed to him, on the 
sudden, transformed to a deity.’675 Eugenia’s appearance transcends beauty; instead 
she is revered for her ‘transcendent goodness’ and can only be adored ‘at a 
distance.’676  
To understand the mechanism at work here, we might turn to Fred Botting’s 
analysis of sublime landscape. He argues that, 
Natural scenery … was being perceived differently. Mountains, once 
considered as ugly blemishes, deformities disfiguring the proportions of a 
world that ideally should be uniform, flat and symmetrical, began to be seen 
with eyes pleased by their irregularity, diversity and scale. The pleasure arose 
from the range of intense and uplifting emotions that mountainous scenery 
evoked in the viewer…. The terror was akin to the sense of wonderment and 
awe accompanying religious experience. Sublimity offered intimations of a 
great, if not divine, power. This power was experienced in many objects and 
not only in the grandeur of natural landscape.677 
While beauty, as we saw above, was characterised by delicacy it was also 
determined by smoothness. Burke writes that it is ‘a quality … essential to beauty, 
that I do not now recollect any thing beautiful that is not smooth. In trees and 
flowers, smooth leaves are beautiful … in fine women, smooth skins.’678 However, 
the increasing aesthetic and literary focus on the sublime reappraised ‘ugly 
blemishes,’ ‘deformities,’ and ‘disfigurements’ upon landscapes, instead treating 
them as a source of sublime terror that was ultimately pleasurable. I suggest that 
Burney was unambiguously attuned to this new aesthetic turn and applied it to her 
characterisation of women in Camilla. Burney’s strategy is made explicit in the 
following description of Indiana: 
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Indiana was a beauty of so regular a cast, that her face had no feature, no 
look to which criticism could point as susceptible of improvement, or on 
which admiration could dwell with more delight than on the rest. No statuary 
could have modelled her form with more exquisite symmetry; no painter 
have harmonised her complexion with greater brilliancy of colouring. But 
here ended the liberality of nature, which, in not sullying this fair 
workmanship by inclosing in it what was bad, contentedly left it vacant of 
whatever was noble and desirable.679 
This description of Indiana is followed by one of Camilla. Burney describes the 
latter’s beauty as ‘neither perfect, nor regular, [though it] had an influence so 
peculiar on the beholder.’680 In her portrait of Eugenia she takes her endorsement of 
irregularity even further. Eugenia stands in direct contrast to Indiana. She offers the 
beholder/reader ‘irregularity’ and ‘diversity’ that not only makes her an engaging 
subject but actually provokes, to use Botting’s expression, a ‘sense of wonderment.’  
A similar failure of consensus manifests in regard to Olivia’s appearance. As 
already noted, Letitia recoils at the sight of Olivia’s skin, whereas her maid Dido 
considers her ‘pretty and charming.’681 Their appositional response reveals their 
respective racial and national contexts. Letitia represents the pretty, but jealous and 
narrow-minded Englishwoman; in effect, she represents Indiana’s double in both 
attitude and appearance. Olivia describes her in the following way,   
Mrs. Merton would be thought pretty by any person who looks for feature 
only. She is very fair, and very fat; her eyes are the lightest blue, her cheeks 
exhibit a most beautiful (but I am apt to believe not natural) carmine; her 
hair is flaxen; her teeth are dazzlingly white; her hand and arm would rival 
alabaster.682 
Olivia engineers a blazon of whiteness in this passage. Every aspect of Lydia is fair: 
skin, teeth, eyes, hair, hands, and arms. Again we are presented with a picture of 
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complete uniformity that renders the subject merely ‘pretty [to those] who look for 
feature only.’ In other words, Letitia’s features fail to evoke strong feelings, so while 
she will always be admired, she will never inspire the sense of ‘wonderment’ that a 
sublime vision can. It is this quality, both texts intimate, that purchases a character’s 
claim to fully realised novelistic subjectivity. We might compare Olivia’s description 
of Letitia’s skin with her description of her own. She writes, 
We, are considered, my dear Mrs. Milbanke, as an inferior race, but little 
removed from the brutes, because the Almighty Maker of all-created beings 
has tinged our skins with jet instead of ivory! – I say our, for though the jet 
has been faded to the olive in my own complexion, yet I am not ashamed to 
acknowledge my affinity with the swarthiest negro that was ever brought 
from Guinea’s coast!683   
By invoking the ‘Almighty Maker’ Olivia is able to supplant both theories of racial 
variation. Her skin is neither pre-Adamite, showing that she rejects the notion that 
her skin has degenerated through inferior cultural practice, nor does she belong to 
an ‘inferior race … little removed from the brutes,’ as polygenists would argue. It is 
by God’s own volition that her skin is tinged with ‘jet instead of ivory.’ Significantly, 
in establishing this opposition Olivia invokes a comparison between two materials 
that are diametrically opposed in colour yet equal in value. Although Olivia 
acknowledges an affinity between herself and the ‘swarthiest negro,’ when she 
qualifies that her skin colour is actually ‘faded to … olive,’ she unequivocally 
distances herself from the slave. This likely stems from the understandable 
compulsion to secure her free status. Invoking her lightness and Christianity (which 
she does in the above passage and even more insistently throughout her letters) was 
the surest way to maintain her freedom. Yet this description of her skin is also a 
complex attempt to cultivate her identity as a woman of colour, and by this I mean 
beyond just a legal category. Olivia strives to guarantee her freedom and unite it 
with a clear sense, and frank ownership, of her own mixed identity.  
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DISABLING SPACES: BRISTOL AND ETHERINGTON 
The author of The Woman of Colour momentarily seduces the reader with the 
popular fantasy of English liberty. Olivia and Dido’s arrival in England is described as 
follows: 
Dido rubbed her hands together, and skipped about the cabin in ecstasy; and, 
as if she expected to do her instantaneous execution, she had, within five 
minutes put her large gold rings into her ears, which had been carefully laid 
in cotton during the voyage.684 
This jubilant scene announces Dido’s emancipation as the boat sails in to England. 
Dido’s black skin, which in Jamaica confined her to slavery, ceases to brand her upon 
her arrival on English soil. The change wrought upon her skin by her new context is 
made literal by her hooped earrings, which pierce her skin, vividly announcing its 
change of status. The earrings also mark her new status as a freed-woman who is 
able to own property, rather than be property. The significance of this is symbolised 
by the juxtaposition of cotton, upon which the earrings must rest during the voyage, 
and the preciousness of the gold that her skin imbibes when she is able to wear 
them. However, this moment of liberty is destabilised as it takes place ‘in the Bristol 
Channel’; Bristol being Britain’s second largest slave port. Bristol crystallises the 
connection between black skin and monetary gain. As with Liverpool, this port 
commodified black skin in the minds of British citizens through the localised trade in 
black children. An example that dates to 1760 warrants particular notice as it assures 
the potential buyer that the young slave ‘has had the small-pox.’685 Where the scars 
and pits inflicted by smallpox depreciate the body of a young English woman, they 
increase the value of a black body destined for slave labour.  
Disabling space plays a crucial role in Eugenia’s disfigurement and two 
different, though linked, eighteenth-century sites of pleasure collude in the process. 
Exercise and play equipment were both innovations of the eighteenth century, and 
the swing and seesaw became two very popular examples. The late eighteenth-
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century’s fascination with swings, which Nussbaum attributes to an association with 
imperial locations, illuminates a link between Eugenia’s disfigurement and racialised 
female bodies.686 In 1787 Scottish physician James Carmichael Smyth published a 
pamphlet titled An account of the effects of swinging, in which he denounces the 
supposed ‘salutary influence’ of sea air on consumptive patients promoting instead 
the positive effects of gentle exercise, namely the use of the swing as part of his 
patient’s regimen.687 Smyth offers the reader fourteen cases as evidence of the 
possible benefits of swinging, which were subsequently summarised in a review of 
the pamphlet in The Scots Magazine. The review concludes, ‘each [case] tending to 
prove, that, by the motion of swinging, the frequency of the pulse is reduced, the 
febrile heat diminished, the expectoration promoted, and the coughing suspended 
or prevented.’688 It would seem that Smyth’s advice was heeded and the public 
swings at Sydney Gardens in Bath, designed by Belgian inventor John Joseph Merlin, 
became a popular amusement for the spa town’s fashionable visitors and were 
illustrated by amateur artist John Nixon in 1800 (figure seven). According to Nixon’s 
drawing, the swing shares a basic mechanical principal with the seesaw, 
accommodating a person on either end, and relying on their closely corresponding 
weight to ensure a back and forth motion. While the swings at Sydney Gardens were 
simple planks a more sophisticated design, called the boat-swing became popular in 
the final decades of the long eighteenth century. The boat-swing upgraded the plank 
to elegantly carved wooden boats that seated two people and also relied on the 
seesaw principle. Thomas Rowlandson recorded this ride in his illustration of 
Bartholomew Fair which was published in Ackerman’s Microcosm of London 
between 1808 and 1810 (figure eight). The boat-swing brought the swing full circle, 
from Smyth promoting land and swings over sailing and sea air, to swings 
appropriating the shape of a ship. Additionally, Rowlandson intimates that a ride on 
a boat-swing induced the symptoms of a sea voyage, as one of the characters can be 
seen vomiting over the side of the swing-boat.  
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FIGURE 7. 
John Nixon’s sketch of the public swings at Sydney Gardens in Bath (ca.1801) 
 
FIGURE 8. 
Thomas Rowlandson’s illustration of Bartholomew Fair in The Microcosm of London (1808-
1810) 
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FIGURE 9. 
 
Isaac Cruikshank’s ‘The Abolition of the Slave Trade’ (1792) 
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This jovial coalescence of swinging and boats is haunted by a more famous 
image created by Isaac Cruikshank in 1792 (figure nine). It depicts the torture of an 
African slave by Captain John Kimber on the HMS Recovery in 1791. Kimber was tried 
for the murder of two slaves on the 7th of June, 1792. Although Nixon, Rowlandson, 
and Cruikshank take up three vastly different geographies; a pleasure garden, a 
fairground, and a slave ship, respectively, these seemingly divergent spaces become 
remarkably similar in print. The angle of the rope used in the suspension of bodies is 
mirrored across all three drawings, being especially pronounced in Nixon’s and 
Cruikshank’s. In these two images the rope swings out at a roughly twenty-five-
degree angle, forming the horizontal ray. They differ, however, in the formation of 
the perpendicular. Cruikshank’s relies on the inverted body of the suspended slave 
whereas a wooden post creates the effect in Nixon’s. The black body becomes 
sublimated within the infrastructure of suspension, and Kimber’s apparatus for 
torture becomes, within a decade, replicated in the form of an exercise machine. 
These associations are consolidated by Bath’s proximity to Bristol; according to the 
New Bath Guide Bath was only ’12 miles from Bristol.’689 Bristol, as stated above, 
was one of the empire’s most significant slave ports and also the port from which 
Kimber sailed.  
The spectators in Rowlandson’s portrayal of Bartholomew Fair become a vast 
crowd. The fairground was a highly contested site throughout the eighteenth-
century and was often considered a locus of debauchery and unsavoury mingling. As 
Rowlandson’s illustration shows, fairgrounds were teeming with mixed and colourful 
characters. The fairground, as an extension of the carnival, shares the latter’s main 
element, that is, ‘the grotesque representation of [the] human body.’690 The English 
fair, however, did not rely on masks for distortion; instead it became a space imbued 
with the potential to destroy the skin itself, altering the human body permanently. 
Concurrently, the fair provided an environment in which all classes and races could 
mix. While this was a complaint made of other contexts too, such as the public 
assembly, the fairground was far more diversified. Where a public assembly might 
expose a young woman to an upstart member of the merchant class, as when 
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Camilla is subjected to the company of Dubster and his friend Tom Hicks, the fair was 
the domain of travellers and transients. It was also somewhere in which people of 
colour could work outside of domestic service, as attested by the black man selling 
wares to the front left of Rowlandson’s image. It is entirely possible that people of 
colour were operating the fairground rides, a situation that neatly inverts the image 
of Kimber and the tortured slave, implicating the fairground in, at least a symbolic, 
subversion of a race-based social hierarchy.  
Such mixing ensured that the fair was charged with transgressive potential, 
and Burney relies on these valences when she makes it the site of Eugenia’s early 
trauma. The staging of Camilla’s tenth birthday sees the group traverse three spaces 
in and about Etherington. The celebration begins as a birthday party at Sir Hugh’s 
estate, Cleves, which is at this point in the novel the home of Camilla and Indiana. 
The festivities progress and the children are treated to an elaborate day out in Sir 
Hugh’s carriage. First they visit Beech Park, Edgar’s future estate, and then proceed 
to a local fair. The fair becomes the site of a misadventure that reshapes the rest of 
the novel as it is here that Eugenia is exposed to small pox. Before the party are set 
to leave Beech Park Lavinia recalls her mother’s particular instruction, ‘She charged 
me not to let Eugenia stir out from Cleves, because of the small pox – and she has 
been already at Beech Park – and now, how can I tell the poor little thing she must 
not go to the fair?’691 Throughout the novel Cleves becomes home to more, or 
different combinations of, the children. It functions as the domestic epicentre of the 
novel, surpassing even the Parsonage House, which is the actual familial home of the 
Tyrold children. Prior to the events on Camilla’s birthday, Eugenia’s socialisation had 
been limited, as the following passage demonstrates: 
The extreme delicacy of the constitution of Eugenia had hitherto deterred 
Mrs. Tyrold from innoculating her; she had therefore scrupulously kept her 
from all miscellaneous intercourse in the neighbourhood: but as the 
weakness of her infancy was now promising to change into health and 
strength, she meant to give to that terrible disease its best chance, and the 
                                                             
691 Frances Burney, Camilla, p.21. 
 235 
only security it allows from perpetual alarm, immediately after the heats of 
the present autumn should be over.692  
Eugenia’s being allowed to visit Cleves is barely an extension of her normal isolation 
and, as such, does not provoke any parental fear. When they venture to Beech Park, 
Mrs Tyrold’s anxiety, had she been aware of the departure, would have been 
exacerbated as Beech Park is beyond the safe zones marked by the insularity and 
exclusivity of Cleves.  
The preciseness of Burney’s plotting toys with her characters by protracting 
their disappointment. The further removed they are from Cleves, whose walls and 
gardens preserve the family’s safety, the more they risk interacting with outsiders 
and the attendant risk, disease. Beech Park becomes the transitory space between 
safety and danger. The Park is spatially interesting throughout the novel, as it serves 
as a constant emblem of temporality. At this point in the novel, the Park is Edgar’s 
inheritance: a promised, though unrealised, possession. This suggests that its 
allegiance is not an exclusive right and, therefore, the protection it would otherwise 
afford is foiled.  
Upon entering the geographical space of ‘the suburbs,’ the Tyrolds willingly 
expose themselves to disruption: ‘The fair being held in the suburbs, they soon 
arrived at some straggling booths, and the coach, at the insistence of Lavinia, was 
stopt.’693 The suburbs were generally thought of as unclean places that were 
inherently licentious. 694  Moreover, they are an absolute contradiction of the 
insularity that the Tyrolds value. Architecturally, the estate is distinguished by its 
degree of enclosure. Antithetically, suburbs spread outwards, unravelling away from 
a central point. In the eighteenth century, in addition to being read as a place of 
disrepute, the suburbs were considered transitional spaces. In this episode, the 
insalubrious and altering aspects of the suburbs launch a combined assault on 
Eugenia as she is exposed to small pox. While the the elder children are given 
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permission to explore, Eugenia is detained in the carriage in order to avoid the risk of 
exposure. Naturally she begs to be included, and Sir Hugh, who, throughout the 
novel, is unable to resist the requests of his nieces and nephews, submits to her 
pleas. The following scene ensues: 
when the innocent voice of Eugenia, calling out, ‘Little boy; what’s the matter 
with your face, little boy?’ drew his (Sir Hugh’s) attention another way, and 
he perceived a child apparently just recovering from the small pox.      
  
Edgar, who at the same instant saw the same dreaded sight, darted forward, 
seized Eugenia in his arms, and, in defiance of her playthings and her 
struggles, carried her back to the coach; while Lavinia, in an agony of terror, 
ran up to the little boy, and, crying out, ‘O go away! go away!’ dragged him 
out of the booth, and perfectly unconscious what she did, covered his head 
with her frock, and held him fast with both her hands.695 
In the early part of the novel it is difficult to get a sense of who Eugenia as anything 
other than a victim of smallpox. Nussbaum writes, ‘Eugenia’s original identity and 
her prospects are abruptly transformed by her crooked body.’696 At the novel’s 
opening she is eight years old, but constantly infantilised by her sisters and uncle. 
She is described as a ‘poor little thing’ who requires constant cuddling, toys, and 
attention to keep her from crying.697 Eugenia is also underdeveloped physically, 
suffering an ‘extreme delicacy of constitution…[and] weakness in infancy’ that 
indicates that her identity has always been shaped by these qualities.698 It is not that 
her character is neglected or underdeveloped, quite the opposite: it is developed in 
relation to small pox: first, briefly, the anticipation of infection, and thenceforth as a 
scarred survivor.  
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GOTHIC TREMORS, SENTIMENTAL ENDINGS? 
According to Ian Watt’s theorisation of novelistic innovation it was Samuel 
Richardson’s Pamela (1740) that solved the problem of the episodic plot by, 
‘[focusing] on a single action, a courtship.’699 In producing a sentimental heiress 
novel, both Burney and the author of The Woman of Colour would have been writing 
with this basic narrative trajectory in mind. However, in spite of the fact that this 
sentimental impulse animates both novels, neither is entirely comfortable in this 
mode. Haggerty suggests that post-Pamela heroines (especially those written by 
women) experience plots in which, ‘they are independent agents for long stretches 
of time before they are forced into narrative closure in marriage. In many cases, the 
“story” is in essence the story of avoiding the narrative closure of marriage.’700 The 
resulting tension between the sentimental framework and ‘elements of Gothic 
terror’701 that proliferate throughout the novels considered in this chapter become 
the means of producing narrative space in which Eugenia and Olivia can be feeling 
and rhetorical subjects, thereby transcending the objectification that was so often 
experienced by the anomalous.  
 Throughout this chapter I have noted pressure points within both novels, 
episodes in which the sentimental narrative threads threaten to unravel into gothic 
nightmares, from peripheral characters who do little more than briefly frustrate the 
plot (such as Dubster and the mysterious demise of his wives), to much stronger and 
more violent currents that impact Eugenia and Olivia directly. Burney and the author 
of The Woman of Colour exploit these moments of disruption in order to expand the 
narrative possibilities available to Eugenia and Olivia. This often comes at the 
expense of other female characters, namely Camilla (and even Indiana and Letitia) 
who reflect a more conventional model of sentimental character. As I alluded earlier, 
Barthes’s theory of the narrative fissure provides a means of understanding the 
continued disruptions to Camilla’s surface story, that is, the romance between 
Camilla and Edgar, all of which can all be traced to Eugenia. ‘Scar[s],’ writes Daniel 
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Turner, ‘[hurt] the texture of the skin…[and] break[…] the continuity.’702 In this case, 
Eugenia’s fissured skin breaks the texture and continuity of the sentimental story, 
from her usurpation of Camilla’s inheritance to her tacit involvement in Camilla’s 
near death experience (ostensibly triggered by the sight of a corpse, which is directly 
linked with Eugenia). Similarly, the world evoked in The Woman of Colour is 
transformed into a gothic landscape upon the marriage of Olivia and Augustus. The 
compassionate treatment of Olivia seems to buckle when it encounters, to borrow 
Haggerty’s phrase, a ‘nightmare of miscegenation.’703 These narrative episodes see 
the novels assume the form of anomalous skin as moments of intense violence 
destabilise the sentimental facade, threatening to dissolve it into gothic ruin.  
Both women’s descent into the gothic is initiated by the inadequacies of 
paternal protection and the predetermination of their romantic fates: the 
expectation that they will marry their cousins. These constraints represent attempts 
to manage the anomalous skins of the two heiresses; however they actually produce 
conditions of terror. The cousin marriages venture into gothic territory in and of 
themselves. Sir Hugh and Mr Fairfield represent the ‘incestuous tendencies of [the] 
Gothic [villain].’704 That both men are represented as ostensibly having the best 
interests of their family and, by extension, the sentimental domestic mode, in mind 
insinuates that the terrorising gothic is fully enmeshed in the institutional bedrocks 
of domestic culture: paternal authority, family, and marriage. When Mr Fairfield 
predetermines Olivia’s romantic narrative, the novel suggests that he conscripts her 
to the very fate she (and presumably himself too) is desperate to avoid. According to 
Olivia,  ‘“Servitude, slavery, in its worst form, would be preferable,” said I, “to finding 
myself the wife of a man by whom I was not beloved!”705 While the analogy of 
marriage as slavery had already been well established by women such as Mary Astell, 
having the opinion ventriloquised by a woman of colour works to instil the sentiment 
with a greater degree of urgency. Moreover, it is not the marriage state in general 
that Olivia represents as oppressive, but the specific union tyrannically imposed 
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upon her by her father. Ultimately, both Eugenia and Olivia experience horrific 
marriage plots. Eugenia’s planned alliance is brutally interrupted when she is 
abducted and subsequently forced to marry the fortune hunter Bellamy, and Olivia 
experiences short-lived marital bliss with Augustus, only to have it unravel when his 
first wife is revealed to be still alive, rendering him a bigamist and his marriage to 
Olivia void. However, before we can consider these marriages, it is important that 
we interrogate the ‘long stretches of time’ of that constitute the social experiences 
of Eugenia and Olivia as women who are ‘out.’ Both novels emphasise their heroine’s 
first experiences of social spaces, in particular: the ballroom and the breakfast table. 
As established earlier, Camilla opens while the central characters are children, 
and this period encompasses the entire first book of volume one. The second book 
begins as Camilla, Indiana, and Eugenia are of an age to make their first public 
appearance. Naturally, the space in which this occurs is a county ball. The second 
chapter of book two is devoted to an account of this event. For the most part the 
ball is defined by all the hallmarks of such an assembly: the women acquire new 
dresses, the rules of dancing and partnership are explicated and confused, and fops 
and rakes abound. In this sense it is described in much the same terms as the balls 
that feature in Burney’s earlier novels (especially Evelina), as well as conforming to 
conventional representation in novels more generally. However, the notable 
difference is the presence of Eugenia who is literally described as a ‘foil’ at the 
outset of the evening.706 This signification is central to Eugenia’s character, which 
comes to govern the story effectively displacing the nominal heroine, Camilla. It is at 
the ball that Eugenia’s appearance is made anomalous; that is to say, that although 
her skin was marked much earlier, it is only upon her participation in social contexts 
that her skin is declared a spectacle. Upon her entrance at the ball Eugenia, ‘had not 
even the negative felicity to pass unobserved; impertinent witticisms upon her face, 
person, and walk … ran round the room in confused murmur.’707 The comments 
regarding Eugenia’s appearance intensify at the public breakfast the next morning. 
Upon observing the party of women from the Tyrold household the fop Sir Sedley 
comments, ‘‘Two little things as pretty as angels, and the other two as ugly as – I say 
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no more!’’708 The angels are Camilla and Indiana, the ‘blanks’ are Eugenia and Miss 
Margland (the spinster governess acting as chaperone). When Camilla hears this 
comment she is ‘provoked to find Eugenia coupled with Miss Margland.’709 This is 
not the first time that Eugenia is aligned with Miss Margland; Sir Hugh makes a 
comment to a similar effect before the ball. By pairing her with a spinster Sir Sedley 
and Sir Hugh both imply that Eugenia’s skin excludes her from the romance 
narrative.710 In particular, Sir Sedley’s broken sentence is suggestive of the way that 
language and, by extension, narrative struggles to accommodate Eugenia’s skin.  
If Eugenia’s skin evokes ridicule in public places and suggests that she is 
beyond heterosexual male desire, Olivia’s elicits this desire, though at the same time 
her colour is abhorred. Recollecting her arrival at the ball Olivia writes, ‘I was an 
object of pretty general curiosity, as I entered the room…. My colour, you know, 
renders me remarkable….’711 She describes being attired ‘in the mode’ but with ‘no 
ornaments but a large string of corals round my neck.’712 She is thus doubly 
distinguished by her colour and her dress that is described as simple but coded as 
exotic (the string of corals). It is not long before male observers begin to crowd 
around her, ‘they walked up in pairs, hanging one on another’s arm, and, with a 
state of effrontery, eyed your Olivia, as if they had been admitted purposely to see 
the untamed savage at a shilling a piece!’713 This scene recalls and inverts Eugenia’s 
situation. Where Eugenia threw shillings at peasant children so that their disgust 
would give way to admiration, Olivia imagines that she is an exotic spectacle whose 
relationship with English spectators hinges upon the exchange of coins. The cruelties 
and humiliations that characterise Olivia’s experience of social space open her eyes 
to the illusory nature of the freedom promised by English soil and critique the notion 
of metropolitan generosity. The ball leaves Olivia ‘disappointed in England: [she] 
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expected to meet with sensible, liberal, well informed and rational people, 
but…[found instead] a compound of folly and dissimulation.’714  
It is difficult for either of these women to fit into the sentimental novel. The 
most forceful moment in which an attempt is made to do so is their respective 
marriages. These moments are also the points in the novel where the narrative 
tissue fissures most violently. Eugenia is abducted and forced into an elopement 
with Bellamy. The violence with which this should be felt by the reader is expressed 
through Camilla’s response, ‘horror froze her veins, her blood no longer flowed, her 
heart ceased to beat, she fell lifeless on the ground.’715 Eugenia’s marriage is the 
final blow to a narrative structure that was already showing signs of strain. Book ten 
(the novel’s final book) sees the gothic and the surreal disrupt the narrative. 
Sentimentality and realism are replaced with terror and delirium and the story 
becomes, to use the language of the novel, a ‘paroxysm of sorrow.’716 Equally, the 
landscape of The Woman of Colour adopts the hallmarks of a gothic nightmare after 
Olivia and Augustus marry and move from London to a country estate called New 
Park in Devonshire. The gothic tremors are most palpable upon the revelation that 
Augustus’s first wife (Angelina) is still alive. As Augustus’s bigamy comes to light a 
rupture appears within the narrative, signified by a series of asterisks: 
* * * * * 
* * * * * 
and followed by the line: ‘A long, long chasm appears in my journal!’717 This chasm 
threatens to engulf the narrative entirely. Angelina is described as the ‘fair incognita’ 
who lives in ‘mysterious seclusion’ in a cottage with ‘Gothic easements’ on the 
outskirts of the New Park estate,718 and her true identity is only revealed after a 
violent storm decimates the area. As she describes this, Olivia’s sentimentalism gives 
way to feelings of gothic intensity: 
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The continued flashing of vivid lightning, the almost uninterrupted peals of 
thunder, the torrents of rain, – it seemed as if Heaven was pouring out its 
vengeance on our heads … from my windows I saw the oaks rifted from their 
trunks; – I saw their branches hurled along the avenue; the whole park 
exhibited a scene of ruin and desolation!719  
The storm dissolves the landscape and literally tears the marriage estate apart. Olivia 
frames the scene deliberately (‘my windows’ ‘I saw’) so that there can be no 
ambiguity about her vision of England at this point. The very soil that promised 
liberty is seen to be fissured and Olivia’s writing makes it bear the mark of disgrace. 
This passage renders the tyranny of Olivia’s father abundantly clear. In her own 
words, she was forced into a marriage by a ‘misjudging father’ who ‘[sued] for 
[Augustus’s] hand.’720 Paternal tyranny, a fixture of the gothic mode, is expanded 
after this scene in order to make an argument about the horrors of colonial 
paternalism more broadly. Significantly, it is only after Olivia uncovers Augustus’s 
bigamy that she is able to fully enter into a critique of England’s barbarism. Olivia 
writes, ‘I have written till my eyes are nearly blinded. As I retrace my sufferings, it 
seems, to have existed under them, I must have had a harder heart than the white 
ones.’721 With this unequivocal statement about the cruelty innate to ‘white ones’ 
the final vestiges of the liberal England mythology unravel. 
These tremors interrupt the story proper, frustrating the heiress narrative 
and, by extension, Sir Hugh’s and Mr Fairfield’s strategies for continuing male 
preference primogeniture. These narratives do not end in marriage for the heiresses, 
but in separations. Bellamy accidently shoots himself, which relinquishes Eugenia 
and Olivia’s marriage becomes void as Augustus returns to his wife. Throughout the 
novel Eugenia and Olivia possess intelligence, generosity, and capacity for feeling, all 
of which make them compelling characters. However these virtues do not restore, 
repair, or neatly substitute their looks. Eugenia and Olivia’s anomaly is not forgotten 
or sublimated in neatly resolved marriage closure. Their single status at the end of 
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the story is part of what is so radical about these characters.722 They are able to grow 
in a way that most other female characters do not (and cannot). Instead of a 
husband, they possess wisdom, compassion, and political awareness that supersedes 
that of most of the novel’s adults. This state of independence enables both women 
to work on writing their own stories. 
 Olivia revises her status by presenting herself as a widow and returning to 
Jamaica to be with Mrs Milebanke. In so doing she bridges the ‘chasm’ between 
them and attempts to create her own form of domestic pleasure in the form of 
compassionate female friendship. Eugenia, a literal widow, must find another outlet 
for expression. She opts to write. In the final chapter of Camilla we become privy to 
the opening pages of Eugenia’s memoirs. The page in the novel is set out as follows, 
SECTION I. 
‘No blooming coquette, elated with adulation and 
triumphant with conquest, here counts the glories of her 
eyes, or enumerates the train of her adorers: no beauteous 
prude, repines at the fatigue of admiration, nor bewails the 
necceity of tyranny: O gentle reader! you have the story of 
one from whom fate has withheld all the delicacy of vanity, 
all the regale of cruelty –!’ 
‘Here,’ interrupted the young biographer, ‘will follow my portrait, 
and then this further address to my readers.’723 
Eugenia literally interrupts the narrative of her anomalous skin by censoring it from 
the reader. We might recall Margaret Doody’s suggestion that the eighteenth 
century promoted an alliance between attractive, smooth skin and an entertaining, 
smooth style of prose.724 Neither Olivia nor Eugenia presents their story in a smooth 
style. They are full of pits and chasms, landscapes that are cracked, fissured, and 
even scarred.  
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CONCLUSION 
READING SKIN  
Skin is temporal in the sense that it is affected by the passing 
of time or, to put it differently, it materialises that passing in 
the accumulation of marks, of wrinkles, lines, and creases, as 
well as in the literal disintegration of skin.725 
The implication of the skin in the idea of the book is more 
than a metaphor. For centuries of manuscript production, 
books were primarily things of skin.726  
The display and fetishisation of skin were embedded in English culture during the 
eighteenth century. Images of curious and bizarre skins are peppered throughout 
the Philosophical Transactions; articles such as ‘An Account of an Extraordinary 
Disease of the Skin’ and ‘An Uncommon Case of Distempered Skin,’ reveal the 
culture of curiosity that permeated the Royal Society.727 The curiosity of the medical 
establishment was mirrored amongst the general public and odd skins were put on 
display and consumed without hesitation. This culture of curiosity anatomised skin 
by isolating peculiarities and holding them up to scrutiny. This thesis has done a 
similar thing. 
The concepts considered here (touching, sensitivity, pores, communicability, 
marks, anomaly) comprise the phenomenon that is skin. They suggest that skin has 
no single or inherent meaning, only different ways that it is made to hold meaning. 
For instance, flaying and piercing cause the boundary skin to disintegrate: these 
actions reinvent the skin as connective, even transformative tissue. Meanwhile, 
technologies such as inoculation, surgery, cosmetics, and textiles help one to 
reimagine the possibilities of cutaneous habitation. Whatever the case, the skin is 
clearly always under construction.  
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Novels, like skin, reveal some things while concealing others. As Claudia 
Benthien observes, ‘skin in literary texts … [is] usually latent, lying below the general 
threshold of awareness.’728 In writing this thesis my approach has been largely 
genealogical, which is often the mode of skin theory. While numerous studies in this 
field have been published in the last ten years, there is not yet one that focuses on 
the eighteenth century or, indeed, on the novel. Uniting these two subjects seems to 
me a logical conclusion. The twinned formation of cutaneous medical theory and the 
novel during this period reimagined the experience of cutaneous habitation in 
relation to selfhood, subjectivity, and sociability. In particular, the significance of 
Daniel Turner’s work cannot be overstated. Though it has been subject to critical 
neglect, even sidelined within studies that focus on skin, De Morbis Cutaneis 
established the practice of writing the story of skin.  
However, just as the novel gives skin meaning, skin helps to create the novel 
in figurative and literal ways. In the introduction I discussed the sensory echelon and 
pointed out that touch’s prestige has always been contested. We see this contention 
modelled across Aristotle’s many works on the subject and carried over into the 
eighteenth century. Thomas Rowlandson’s cartoon, ‘Gratification of the Senses’ 
(1800), exemplifies the sensory hierarchy (figure ten). It depicts a young woman 
surrounded by five men, each personifying one of the five senses. The woman sits on 
‘feeling’s lap as he gropes her breast, ‘tasting’ licks her hand, and ‘smelling,’ ‘seeing,’ 
and ‘hearing’ sniff, ogle, and eavesdrop from behind a partition. Rowlandson is 
working within, and ultimately subverting, the established genre of sensory allegory, 
a mode of painting popular from the Middle Ages through to the eighteenth 
century.729 Conventionally, these paintings depicted the experience of sensation 
using the statuesque female muse as conduit. Those depicting touch tended to 
emphasise pain, eros, tactility (outward touch of the fingers), and sensitivity to 
temperature. The most common symbols were feathers, arrows, fire, and painful 
bites or pecks usually delivered by exotic birds. Rowlandson undoes the stylistic form 
of the allegory by substituting the statuesque muse with a giddy, drunken girl in 
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contemporary clothing (the muse was typically nude or in Classical garb), while the 
symbols are replaced with the actions of familiar male character types (soldier, fop, 
and connoisseur). Symbolic conventions are replaced by, to use Ian Watt’s term, ‘the 
texture[s] of daily experience.’730 I am suggesting a parallel between the composition 
of Rowlandson’s libidinal cartoon and Watt’s influential theorisation of the 
formation of the novel: that is, the abstract, exotic, and allegorical are replaced with 
the textures of the everyday. Watt’s term describes the novel’s interest in 
representing subject matter that is familiar, domestic, and private (in short, formal 
realism). In linking this definition of genre with Rowlandson’s subversive cartoon, I 
mean to draw attention to the fact that the principal means of comprehending 
‘texture’ is literally to touch it. Upon recognising this, it becomes very clear that our 
affinity with narrative, especially the novel, rests upon the apprehension of texture, 
and by extension textual meaning, born of feeling.   
The rise of the novel form must also mean rise of the novel object. So to 
Watt’s assertion that the novel evokes the texture of daily experience, I would add 
that the novel is the texture of daily experience. Samuel Johnson appears to 
recognise this when he suggests that most useful books are those ‘you may carry to 
the fire and hold readily in your hand.’731  Johnson recognises the materiality of the 
book; the comfort it provides; and its role in the domestic everyday. Reading a novel 
is a tactile act: our skin perceives the texture of the cover and feels the pages as they 
turn. We comprehend the novel by literally touching it. Contact, mediated by the 
sensitive skin that covers the ‘fingers ends,’ draws us into the novel’s world, allowing 
us to apprehend the actualisation of finely drawn characters. These characters, in 
turn, are revealed to us through their skin, via physiognomic and symptomatic tells, 
or self-conscious performance. Skin is connective, it bridges the gap between self 
and other, reader and character, cover and story.  
* * * 
 
                                                             
730 Ian Watt, The Rise of the Novel, p.24.  
731 Cited by Holbrook Jackson in, The Anatomy of Bibliomania, New York: Avenel Books, 1981, p.44 
 247 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
FIGURE 10. 
Thomas Rowlandson’s ‘Gratification of the Senses’ (1800) 
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In 2014 an article published in The Harvard Crimson entitled, ‘The Skinny on 
Harvard’s Rare Book Collection’ went viral. This article drew attention to three 
volumes in the university’s collection that the author believed to be bound in human 
skin, these being; Practicarum quaestionum circa leges regias Hispaniae (a Spanish 
legal book dating to 1605 held in the Harvard Law Library rare books collection), a 
French edition of Ovid’s Metamorphoses (dating to 1597 and held by the Countway 
Library of Medicine), and Arsène Houssaye’s Des destinées de l’ame (a philosophical 
text on the soul that was bound circa 1880, held by the Houghton Library). The 
article’s opening line reads, ‘A few individuals give new meaning to the idea of 
spending forever in the library — their skin binds three of the books in Harvard’s 15-
million-volume collection.’732 On the one hand, this serves as a pithy remark on the 
scholar’s condition. On the other, and more significantly, it articulates the most 
extreme method by which one might avoid the ‘literal disintegration of the skin.’  
Anthroperdermic bibliopegy, the practice of binding books with human skin 
has, to borrow Steven Connor’s expression, ‘in a minor sort of way, abounded in the 
last two centuries.’733 This apparent contradiction perfectly encapsulates the patchy 
and somewhat dubious bibliographic record of human-bound books. The practice’s 
obscure history is exemplified by the publication and subsequent reception of the 
Crimson piece. Though it went viral in 2014 it was actually published eight years 
earlier, in 2006. The reason for its popular resurgence was the publication of new 
evidence, on Et Seq. (the Harvard Law School Library’s blog), that clarified the true 
status of its copy of Practicarum; it is actually bound in the far more conventional 
covering of sheepskin.734 In fact, of the three volumes cited in the original article 
forensic tests have only been able to confirm that Houssaye’s philosophical tract is 
actually bound in human skin. What must be of interest, then, is not whether or not 
a text’s binding can be forensically determined, but what prompts the investigation 
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in the first place. In other words: what made the reader suspect that the book they 
were reading was covered in skin like theirs?  
 The answer is not as might be expected (or hoped) that tanned human skin 
can be identified by some unique, or to use the word of eighteenth-century 
characterisation, ‘particular’ quality. Rather, tanned human skin bears a striking 
similarity to the kinds of materials more commonly used by book-binders: leather 
and vellum.735 The visual similarity between preserved human and animal skin was 
noted by Maria Edgeworth in a letter written during her travels through Western 
Europe in 1802. Edgeworth describes the contents of a cabinet of curiosities that she 
observed at the Central School in Bruges: ‘in the cabinet of natural history there is 
the skeleton and the skin of a man who was guillotined, as fine white leather as ever 
you saw.’736 As it turned out, the origin of the Harvard bindings did not need to be 
intuited, as each of the three books mentioned above contained inscriptions telling 
the reader that the book was covered in skin like theirs. Knowing this, the 
importance of the initial production of the book recedes and the relationship 
between the object and its readers comes into focus. Essentially, it becomes 
apparent that at some point in the lifetime of these books a reader felt that their 
contents could or should be bound in skin like theirs. To understand why we must 
concentrate on the genre of each book.  
The first is a practical volume: a legal treatise that explains the laws of Spain, 
while the second and third are both imaginative works (one poetic, the other 
philosophical) that raise questions about form, identity, and selfhood. The 
inscription in the legal text presents a fairly detailed and bizarre story of punitive 
flaying. It reads,  
the bynding of this booke is all that remains of my dear friende Jonas Wright, 
who was flayed alive by the Wavuma on the Fourth Day of August, 1632. King 
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Mbesa did give me the book, it being one of poore Jonas chiefe possessions, 
together with ample of his skin to bynd it. Requiescat in pace.737 
It is fitting that a legal treatise should reassert flaying’s punitive function, albeit 
displaced onto racialised outsiders. As discussed in the introduction, the 1752 
Murder Act intimately linked anatomical dissection and subsequent preservation 
with criminality. The disarticulation of the body in this manner was explicitly 
designed to ensure ‘further terror.’ While the treatise’s inscription merely mimics 
human-binding, there are numerous instances of human-bound books that were 
produced in relation to the law and criminality. The broadest example here is the 
rumour that persisted during the French Revolution of a human tannery in Meudon 
(a hint of which can be detected in Edgeworth’s description of the guillotine victim 
above). Important ammunition for the Royalist propaganda machine, the rumour 
circulated widely during in the final decades of the long eighteenth century, and was 
fuelled, in part, by the existence of a skin bound copy of the 1791 Constitution dating 
to 1793.738 Like the public dissection of criminals, using skin to bind books adds a 
‘peculiar mark of infamy’ to disgrace the criminal. It aims to increase the indignity of 
the punishment by reducing the human skin (and the attendant notions of selfhood 
and identity) to a prosaic object. The transformation of the skin, ‘[our] most 
elemental possession,’ into an object that can be purchased by someone else is a 
‘symbolic assertion of power.’739 
 This assertion of power was exhibited by Dr Ludovic Bouland, a nineteenth-
century bibliophile who was responsible for binding the volume of Houssaye’s Des 
destinées de l’ame that is now resides in the Houghton Library. The Wellcome Library 
houses its sister, Séverin Pineau’s De integritatis et corruptionis virginum notis (1663), 
a volume bound in skin taken from the same woman, who had been one of 
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Bouland’s mental patients. We know this because of the inscriptions that he 
included. In Des destinées de l’ame he wrote:  
This book is bound in human skin parchment on which no ornament has been 
stamped to preserve its elegance. By looking carefully you easily distinguish 
the pores of the skin. A book about the human soul deserved to have a 
human covering: I had kept this piece of human skin taken from the back of a 
woman. It is interesting to see the different aspects that change this skin 
according to the method of preparation to which it is subjected. Compare for 
example with the small volume I have in my library, Sever. Pinaeus de 
Virginitatis notis which is also bound in human skin but tanned with sumac.740  
In De integritatis et corruptionis virginum notis he tells us: ‘this curious book on 
Virginity and the female reproductive functions seemed to me to deserve a binding 
appropriate to its subject, it is bound in a piece of female skin.’741 Two books, 
seemingly divergent, are united by Bouland’s belief that each ‘deserves’ a covering 
of human skin. This suggests that human skin is inscribed with unique value. Only 
books with appropriately elevated subjects (the soul, female virtue, human 
generation) are deemed worthy of this binding, as they are able to reflect and 
reassert the skin as invaluable. Yet at the same time the act of tethering skin to a 
saleable object inevitably measures the skin’s value in pecuniary terms.  
The use of portraits as covers for contemporary editions of ‘classics’ might be 
read as contemporary manifestation of anthroperdermic bibliopegy. Though less 
immediately gruesome, the cover portrait manifests the appropriation of another’s 
skin (albeit in representational form) to bind and sell books. Penguin, in particular, 
often binds eighteenth-century novels with portraits of real eighteenth-century 
women. For instance, Joshua Reynolds’s portrait of the highly painted Waldegrave 
sisters was used as the cover of their 2004 edition of Evelina. The portrait 
exemplifies the phenomenon of the painted skin painted. The layering of it over a 
                                                             
740 Cited by Heather Cole in, ‘Bound in Human Skin’, Houghton Library Blog, (24th of May, 2013), 
https://blogs.harvard.edu/houghton/2013/05/24/bound-in-human-skin/. (Date accessed: 12/12/17) 
741 Cited by Steven Connor in, The Book of Skin, p.44. 
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narrative that is also invested in the representation of painted skins is fitting, and 
adds to the complex, contiguous nature of the skin surface.   
 While on the one side flaying threatens to eradicate identity, on the other, it 
offers an entirely new one. Flaying, as we have seen, can also exemplify a 
‘transforming act of will.’742 It makes sense, then, that the remaining book should be 
concerned with the formation and transformation of identity. Ovid’s 
Metamorphoses stands out as the quintessential narrative of skin’s temporality and 
mutability. To imagine a volume of this text bound in human skin is to desire the 
Ovidian model of flaying itself. Numerous eighteenth-century authors praise the 
physical quality of the book in ecstatic tones. These voices animate the object, a 
process that Holbrook Jackson has termed ‘biblianthropomorphism,’743 and suggest 
that books enjoy longevity, even possible immortality, where their authors cannot: 
‘Many a man lives a burden to the earth; but a good Booke is the pretious life-blood 
of a master spirit, imbalm’d and treasur’d up on purpose to a life beyond life.’744 
In chapter 1 we saw that Tobias Smollett utilised images of the flayed body in 
order to cultivate a posthumous reputation that stood in direct contrast to the 
popular conception of him as an oversensitive, ‘touchy’ author. He even went as far 
as joking with his friend John Hunter about the possibility that his ‘dry and 
emaciated’ skin might warrant a place in Hunter’s notorious collection of curiosities. 
Smollett deployed images of the flayed man in his fiction and letter writing, 
suggesting that he regarded flaying in the Ovidian sense: that is, as a liminal moment 
during which the regular limits of form, boundary, and cutaneous habitation are 
suspended, so that the ecdysial subject is able to experience (and perhaps crossover 
to) a transcendental state of creative possibility and posthumous fame (Marsyas 
being the legendary progenitor of this condition). Perhaps it is not a leap to suggest 
that the author himself would have been intrigued by the possibility of becoming a 
book.  
 
                                                             
742 Claudia Benthien, Skin: On the Cultural Border Between Self and World, p.84. 
743 Holbrook Jackson, The Anatomy of Bibliomania, p.34. 
744 John Milton, Areopagitica, Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1932, p.6. 
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